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        Absorption

    
    
    
    
                Upload schedule M/W/F/S/S

In a world where the System has ruled for over ten thousand years, every child awakens on their sixteenth birthday with an Innate Skill.

For most, that Skill defines their place in society.

For Max, an orphan, no money, and no future, it becomes a sentence.

When Max awakens with Absorption, a rare one-word Innate Skill with no obvious limits and no clear instructions, he is quickly cast out of the orphanage that raised him. Starving on the streets and arrested for stealing food, Max expects to be sent to the mines and forgotten.

Instead, he is claimed by the brutal Red Order, an ancient knightly force that turns criminals, outcasts, and the desperate into weapons against monsters, demons, and the horrors that stalk the edges of civilisation.

At Blackhold, names are stripped away. Recruits become numbers. Training is merciless. Failure means death. Max is forced to fight, kill, and survive alongside other broken recruits while learning the terrible truth of his power: Absorption does not simply make him stronger.

It hungers.

Relics, memories, fear, pain, and even death itself begin to call to him. Each new power he takes makes him more useful to the Order — and more dangerous to everyone around him.

When Max is selected by Knight Vaelith Mourne, a feared vampire knight in gothic black armour who hunts demons and sentient monsters, he is taken beyond Blackhold’s walls and into a darker world of hidden markets, city-state politics, cursed relics, and creatures that wear civilisation like a mask.

Mourne believes Max’s hunger resembles that of her own kind. Without guidance, he may become a monster.

With guidance, he might become something worse.

Or something strong enough to survive.

As an ancient relic stirs near the Free Cities and leaves behind the scent of hunger, Max must learn what to take, what to refuse, and what parts of himself are worth protecting before Absorption consumes more than just his enemies.

            

    
        Prologue

    
    
    
    
                The wind howled across the great plains, dragging its claws through the long grass and bending the world beneath its fury.

The Ghost walked through it without disturbing a single blade.

He moved as he always did, half in the world and half outside it, his pale form flickering in and out of sight with every step. Rain passed through him. Dust passed through him. The cold tried and failed to find purchase on what remained of his flesh.

Ahead, the tent rose from the plains like a royal pavilion lost in the middle of nowhere.

From the outside, it looked large, but not impossible. Heavy black canvas strained against golden poles thicker than tree trunks. Ropes as wide as a man’s wrist held it in place, each one driven into the earth with iron stakes carved in runes that glowed faintly beneath the storm-dark sky. Around it stood a few hundred soldiers in polished armour, their cloaks snapping behind them.

None of them spoke.

None of them dared.

The Ghost drifted closer, and the soldiers parted before him. Some stared straight ahead, pretending not to see him. Others swallowed as his presence brushed against them, cold and hollow and wrong. One young soldier, barely old enough to grow a beard, trembled so violently that the plates of his armour clicked together.

The Ghost paid him no attention.

Fear was common.

Useful, sometimes.

But common.

He reached the entrance and paused before the tent flap. Power pressed against the inside of the pavilion like heat from a forge. Even through the canvas, he could feel them.

The greatest Skill users on Terra.

The monsters that ruled kings.

The names whispered in temples, taverns, battlefields, and nightmares.

And somehow, as always, he was late enough to be noticed but early enough to be bored.

The Ghost passed through the tent flap without lifting it.

Inside was impossible.

The tent was no tent at all, not truly. It was a palace wrapped in cloth. The ceiling arched far above, layered with crimson silk, black velvet, and cloth-of-gold that rippled despite the absence of wind. Floating lanterns hung in the air, each one filled with blue-white flame that cast no smoke. Their light spilled over polished tables, silver decanters, crystal goblets, and platters piled high with fruit from kingdoms that had not traded with one another in centuries.

The floor was covered in carpets so thick a man could lose a dagger in them. Each one depicted a different scene. A dragon falling from the sky. A city burning beneath green fire. An army kneeling before a single figure. A monster with too many mouths devouring the moon.

Along the circular walls hung eighteen banners.

Eighteen names.

Eighteen thrones.

Seventeen were filled.

One remained empty.

The Ghost let his gaze drift to the vacant throne first.

The Alchemist’s seat stood opposite the entrance, brighter than the rest and stranger by far. It had been built from glass, gold, bone, and metal that changed colour whenever the light touched it. Vials had been set into the arms, each filled with liquid that bubbled without heat. Tubes curled around the back like veins. The crest of the throne rose into the shape of a serpent swallowing its own tail, its glass fangs dripping something that vanished before it struck the floor.

Empty.

Of course.

The Alchemist had always enjoyed making an entrance.

The Ghost moved to his own throne without a sound.

It was carved from pale wood and silver-white stone, though neither material had come from anything alive. The back twisted upward in curling wisps, shaped like smoke, mist, and grasping hands. Faces had been carved into the arms, but only partially. Half a mouth. One eye. A cheekbone fading into nothing. The Smith had made it as a joke, or a warning, or perhaps simply because he could not resist accuracy.

The Ghost sat.

For a moment, his body forgot to be solid and sank halfway through the seat. He corrected himself with a thought, becoming just real enough to rest against it.

No one greeted him.

That was fine.

Most of them disliked looking at him.

He looked at them instead.

To his left sat The Fastest, vibrating with barely contained motion. His throne was narrow and sharp, carved with winged beasts, lightning, and streaks so smooth they seemed to blur even while still. The man perched on it rather than sat, one leg bouncing, fingers drumming against the armrest too quickly for normal eyes to follow. He wore a sleeveless leather coat, light trousers, and boots worn almost through at the soles. His grin flashed and vanished and flashed again, as if even his expressions could not remain still.

Beside him was The Seer.

She sat straight-backed, blindfolded in white silk, her hands folded neatly in her lap. Her throne was carved from pale stone veined with gold, its back shaped into a great open eye. Around it, dozens of smaller eyes had been inlaid with pearl, sapphire, emerald, ruby, and stranger gems that seemed wet beneath the light.

The Ghost disliked The Seer.

Not personally.

She was polite enough.

He disliked the way her covered face turned toward him whenever he became too insubstantial to be seen. He disliked the way she smiled at futures no one else had reached yet. Most of all, he disliked knowing that hiding from sight meant nothing to her.

As if sensing the thought, The Seer tilted her head slightly toward him.

The Ghost looked away.

Next lounged The Duplicator.

Or rather, The Duplicator sat upon his throne while four more versions of him occupied the surrounding space. One stood behind the chair with his arms crossed. One lay sprawled on the carpet, tossing a grape into the air and catching it in his mouth. Another whispered something into his own ear and laughed before the original did.

His throne was wide, almost comically so, with repeating figures carved along the arms and back. Each figure was smaller than the last, each one copying the pose of the one before it, vanishing into such tiny detail that even The Ghost’s unnatural eyes could not follow the final carvings.

One of the copies noticed The Ghost looking.

It waved.

The Ghost stared through it until the copy’s smile faltered.

Satisfying.

Past him sat The Death Knight.

He did not move. He did not breathe. He did not blink.

His throne was black iron, jagged and heavy, with broken swords rising from its back like the ribs of some great dead beast. Skulls had been worked into the armrests, their hollow sockets glowing with faint blue fire. The Death Knight wore full armour, dark and scarred, with runes etched so deeply into the metal that they seemed like old wounds. A greatsword rested between his knees, its point buried in the carpet, both gauntleted hands folded atop the pommel.

There were corpses with more warmth in them.

There were mountains with less patience.

Beside him sat The Necromancer, who looked far too pleased to be near something dead.

His throne was made from bone. Not entirely, but enough that the insult was obvious. Vertebrae formed the spine of the backrest. Ribs curved outward like pale wings. Skulls of men, monsters, and things between the two had been polished and set into the base. Tiny spirits drifted around him like moths, their faces appearing and dissolving in wisps of blue-green light.

The Necromancer was thin, pale, and smiling. His black hair fell loose over his shoulders, and his robes were stitched with silver thread and finger bones. He whispered to one of his spirits, listened, then chuckled softly.

The Death Knight ignored him.

The Ghost suspected that required immense self-control.

The Strongest sat next.

His throne was not beautiful. It was not delicate. It had no clever hidden meaning. It was a block of dark stone carved into the rough shape of a chair, massive enough that ten men would have struggled to move it. Cracks ran through the back and arms, though whether they had been part of The Smith’s design or the result of The Strongest sitting down too hard was difficult to say.

The Strongest himself looked like a siege weapon made human.

He was enormous. Broad shoulders, thick arms, bare chest marked by scars, and a shaved head bowed slightly as if he were dozing. A fur cloak hung from one shoulder. His hands rested open on his knees, each one large enough to close around a man’s skull.

The Ghost knew better than to assume he slept.

The Strongest could be still for days.

Then break a mountain because it had become inconvenient.

Beside him sat The Omnimancer, smiling faintly as if the entire gathering amused him.

His throne was chaos given form. One arm was crystal, the other living wood. The seat shimmered like water. Flame crawled along the back without burning it. Frost gathered at the base. Tiny motes of mana circled him in lazy orbits, shifting through every colour known to magic and several that hurt to perceive.

The Omnimancer wore layered robes that changed shade whenever he moved. Rings glittered on every finger, each holding a different gem, each gem holding a different spell. He looked young, old, beautiful, tired, and impossible to trust all at once.

He met The Ghost’s gaze.

His smile widened by a fraction.

The Ghost became slightly less solid on instinct.

Then came The Author.

His throne seemed plain until one looked too closely. Dark wood. High back. Simple arms. But words moved across every surface. Sentences crawled like insects. Names appeared, vanished, and reappeared in different places. Stories had been carved into the legs in letters too small to read, yet somehow The Ghost understood fragments of them.

A king betrayed by his daughter.

A child born beneath a red star.

A door that should never open.

The Author sat with a book open on his lap and an ink-stained hand resting on the page. A quill floated beside his shoulder, writing on nothing. He had tired eyes, thin lips, and the expression of a man who already knew how everyone in the room would die.

That was why no one liked him.

Not because he could kill them.

Because he might know who would.

On The Author’s left sat The Exquisite.

The Ghost had not seen her in seven years.

That was a shame.

She was beautiful in a way that made beauty feel like a weapon poorly understood by lesser hands. Her hair fell in dark waves over one shoulder, glossy as spilled ink. Her skin was smooth and warm-toned, her lips curved in a faint smile that promised kindness, cruelty, or both depending on who wished to believe it. She wore a gown of deep red silk that clung to her like it had been made by worshippers. Gold circled her wrists, throat, and brow, but none of it seemed as valuable as the woman wearing it.

Her throne suited her.

It was carved from white wood and rose-gold metal, its back shaped like blooming flowers, reaching hands, and peacock feathers. Jewels had been set into it with such precision that every shift of light made it seem to breathe. It was the most beautiful throne in the tent.

Except, of course, for The Exquisite herself.

That was her Skill. Or part of it. Beauty sharpened into force. Grace refined into command. Desire, awe, envy, love, obsession — all of them were tools in her hands. Armies had surrendered because she smiled from a balcony. Assassins had cut their own throats rather than scar her. Kings had bankrupted nations trying to keep her attention for one more day.

The Exquisite glanced toward The Ghost and smiled.

For half a heartbeat, he remembered what it had been like to have blood.

Dangerous woman.

He looked away before the memory became longing.

The Voice sat beyond her, hands moving silently as he spoke to The Shadow.

His throne was elegant and unsettling, shaped around the image of an open mouth. Waves had been carved outward from the headrest, each one representing sound made visible. The air around him trembled every so often, as if words waited there, patient and hungry.

The Voice wore white and gold, his face calm, his posture perfect. He did not speak aloud. He rarely needed to. A whisper from him could turn a mob into worshippers. A command could make a man forget his own name. A song could end a war before the first blade was drawn.

He signed with graceful precision.

The Shadow answered with smaller gestures.

The Shadow’s throne was difficult to look at. Not because it was ugly, but because the eye kept sliding away from it. It was black lacquer and deeper darkness, carved with shapes that only existed when seen from the corner of one’s vision. Long fingers. Open doors. Knives. Empty windows.

The Shadow himself wore dark cloth wrapped close around a lean frame. His hood hid most of his face, and what little skin could be seen looked grey beneath the lanterns. Darkness pooled around his feet like spilled ink.

The Ghost respected The Shadow.

Not liked.

Respect was safer.

Next sat The Broker, picking at his nails with a small silver knife.

His throne had been made to look like a merchant’s chair, all polished wood and cushioned comfort, but that was only the surface. The arms were carved with coins, contracts, keys, and chains. Tiny scales balanced at the crest of the back. If one listened closely, one could hear whispers coming from within the wood: bargains struck, debts owed, names sold, secrets purchased.

The Broker looked harmless. Soft, even. He wore a fine coat, rings on three fingers, and a bored expression that suggested he had already calculated the value of everyone present and found most of them overpriced.

The Ghost had once seen him buy a kingdom with a sentence.

Not conquer.

Buy.

There was a difference.

Across the circle, The Emperor glowered.

His throne was gold, because of course it was. Gold and crimson and polished arrogance. The back rose high behind him in the shape of towers, spears, and a sunburst crown. Conquered banners had been carved along the arms in miniature, each one representing a nation that had once believed itself untouchable.

The Emperor wore armour of red steel chased with gold. A fur cloak rested across his shoulders. His dark hair was bound behind a circlet, and his eyes burned with the impatience of a man who believed every room should become a throne room upon his arrival.

He was glaring at The God King.

The God King ignored him.

He always did.

The God King’s throne was worse than The Emperor’s because it pretended not to be. White marble. Silver veins. A halo-shaped back. Kneeling figures carved around the base, faces lifted in adoration. Soft golden light gathered around it, though no lantern shone directly upon him.

The man himself reclined with effortless grace, golden hair spilling over his shoulders, white robes untouched by dust or travel. His face was serene. His eyes were bright. He looked like a statue people would kill each other over.

The Ghost found him insufferable.

Many people did.

Unfortunately, being insufferable had not prevented The God King from being powerful enough to earn the name.

Near him sat The Smith and The Tinkerer.

The Smith’s throne was one of the finest in the room because it did not need to shout. Dark iron. Heavy wood. Clean lines. Every curve perfect. Every joint flawless. Hammer, anvil, flame, and folded steel had been carved into the frame so subtly that lesser craftsmen might miss the genius of it. The Smith himself was broad, bearded, and soot-stained, his rolled sleeves revealing forearms corded with muscle and scarred from centuries of work.

He had made every throne in the room.

The Ghost’s included.

That was why The Ghost forgave the accuracy of it.

Mostly.

The Tinkerer sat beside him in a throne that never stopped moving. Gears turned along its arms. Brass insects crawled across the back and vanished into hidden compartments. Lenses clicked into place and withdrew again. A small mechanical bird perched on one shoulder of the chair, occasionally tilting its head to inspect the room.

The Tinkerer herself was small, sharp-eyed, and wild-haired, with copper wire holding most of it away from her face. Several pairs of spectacles rested on her head, none of them currently over her eyes. She was arguing with The Smith using a dragon scale, three copper rods, and half a biscuit.

“Compression is not the problem,” she said.

The Smith grunted.

“It is absolutely not the problem.”

He grunted again.

The Tinkerer snapped the biscuit in half and pointed it at him like a dagger. “If you grunt at me one more time, I will replace your favourite hammer’s handle with spring-loaded silverwood.”

The Smith went still.

The Ghost almost smiled.

Almost.

The last occupied throne before the empty one belonged to no one else. The circle closed with The Alchemist’s absence, bright and loud and irritating.

The Ghost settled deeper into his seat. Around him, the greatest powers in Terra waited beneath silk, gold, crystal, and storm.

No kings had been invited.

No queens.

No councils.

No temples.

Only them.

That meant the matter was either too important for nations…

Or too dangerous to let nations know.

The Ghost preferred the second. Important things were usually dull.

The wind screamed outside. The tent did not move. The soldiers remained silent beyond the canvas, hundreds of living hearts beating too quickly in the storm.

The Ghost listened to them for a while.

Then The Seer turned her blindfolded face toward the entrance.

A moment later, The Death Knight’s fingers tightened around his sword.

The Shadow became darker.

The Omnimancer stopped smiling.

The Emperor sat straighter.

Even The Duplicator’s copies quieted, each of them turning toward the tent flap in perfect unison.

The Ghost felt it then.

A presence approaching.

Not vast, exactly.

Not heavy.

Strange.

Unbalanced.

Like a bottle filled with lightning, poison, sunlight, and screams, shaken by a careless hand.

The tent flap opened.

The Alchemist stepped inside.

He was barefoot.

That was the first thing The Ghost noticed.

No boots. No sandals. No socks. Just bare feet, pale and dirty from walking through the plains. His legs were exposed beneath a pair of faded blue shorts. Above that, he wore a loose white T-shirt with a stain on the front that might have been tea, blood, or something significantly more illegal.

His hair stuck up in several directions. A pair of cracked goggles rested on his forehead. Several glass vials hung from a belt around his waist, clinking softly as he walked. One of them smoked. Another whispered. A third appeared to contain a tiny thunderstorm.

He looked like a man who had woken from a nap, remembered he had somewhere to be, and decided shoes were a burden invented by cowards.

The Emperor stared at him in open disgust.

The God King raised one perfect eyebrow.

The Exquisite laughed softly behind her hand.

The Broker sighed. “You are late.”

The Alchemist looked around the circle, then down at himself, as if only just remembering the state of his clothing.

“Am I?” he asked.

His voice was light. Pleasant, even.

No one answered.

The Alchemist wandered toward his throne, leaving faint muddy footprints across a carpet that depicted the fall of an empire. The Tinkerer watched the smoking vial on his belt with professional interest. The Necromancer leaned away from the whispering one. The Death Knight did not move, but the blue fire in the skulls of his throne burned brighter.

The Ghost watched The Alchemist carefully.

That was the problem with him.

He made it easy to laugh.

He made it easy to underestimate him.

And then cities melted.

The Alchemist dropped into his throne with a satisfied sigh, bare feet dangling over one golden arm as though the chair had been built for lounging rather than legend. The serpent crest behind him gleamed. The liquids in the vials set into the throne began to bubble all at once.

“Well,” The Alchemist said, looking around at them with bright, tired eyes. “This is dramatic.”

The Emperor’s jaw tightened. “You are late.”

“I am often late.”

“You were summoned.”

“And yet,” The Alchemist said, spreading his hands, “I arrived. Eventually.”

The Fastest laughed.

The Emperor did not.

The Ghost watched from his pale throne, half sunken into the carved mist of its back. The Alchemist’s arrival had changed the room, but not enough. There was too much tension beneath the silk and gold. Too much silence between those who usually filled every space with arrogance, argument, or threat.

This was not about The Alchemist.

The Ghost’s gaze drifted to The Seer.

She had not moved since the last throne was filled.

Her blindfolded face remained turned toward nothing. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap, fingers interlaced so tightly that her knuckles had gone pale.

That, more than anything, troubled him.

The Seer was rarely afraid.

Afraid people were easy to read. They trembled. They shouted. They lied. They reached for weapons or gods.

The Seer did none of those things.

She simply sat still, as if movement might shatter whatever fragile truth she had dragged back from the future.

The Voice’s hands moved softly.

Why have you called us?

The Shadow watched the gesture, then turned his hidden face toward The Seer.

One by one, the others followed.

The Smith stopped muttering to The Tinkerer. The Duplicator’s copies became still. The Necromancer’s spirits vanished into the folds of his robes. The Broker lowered his silver knife. The God King’s lazy expression faded into something sharper.

The Emperor leaned forward. “Speak.”

The Seer did not obey him.

For several long breaths, she said nothing at all.

Then she lifted one hand to her blindfold.

The room changed.

The Ghost felt it ripple through every throne, every banner, every ancient monster pretending to be human. Even The Strongest opened his eyes fully. The Death Knight’s sword scraped softly against the carpet as his grip tightened around the pommel.

The Seer never removed her blindfold.

Not here.

Not before them.

Her fingers rested against the white silk.

“I have seen seven hundred and twelve futures since the last blood moon,” she said.

Her voice was quiet.

It did not need to be loud.

Everyone heard her.

“In six hundred and ninety of them, we endured.”

The Broker frowned. “Endured what?”

“The next age.”

No one spoke.

The lanterns burned with steady blue-white flame. Beyond the tent, the wind screamed against the plains, but inside, even the storm seemed far away.

The Seer continued.

“In most futures, kingdoms fell. Some of us died. Some of us rose higher than before. Monsters came from the deep places. Old gates opened. Wars consumed the eastern continent. The System shifted, as it always does, and Terra bled, as it always has.”

The Emperor’s mouth curled. “Then why are we here? Blood and war are not prophecies. They are weather.”

“Yes,” The Seer said. “They were.”

The Ghost watched her hand tighten against the blindfold.

“Then, three nights ago, every future changed.”

The Author’s quill began writing again, faster than before.

The Omnimancer sat forward.

The Exquisite’s smile disappeared.

The Alchemist’s bare foot stopped swinging over the arm of his throne.

The Ghost felt himself grow less solid.

It was not intentional.

The Seer’s face turned slowly around the circle, though her eyes remained hidden.

“Paths that had stood for centuries broke. Lines of cause and consequence twisted until they became unrecognisable. I looked to the wars I knew would come and found ash. I looked to the deaths I had prepared for and found empty graves. I looked to the thrones of kings and saw them cracked, abandoned, or forgotten entirely.”

Her voice thinned.

“I looked to us.”

That landed.

Not with noise.

With weight.

The greatest Skill users on Terra sat in silence while a blind woman told them she had seen something powerful enough to disturb their futures.

The God King spoke first, his voice smooth as polished marble. “And what did you see?”

The Seer turned toward him.

“You kneeling.”

For the first time since The Ghost had known him, The God King did not answer immediately.

The Emperor smiled.

Then The Seer turned to him.

“You burning.”

The smile vanished.

The Fastest gave a nervous laugh. “That sounds unpleasant for everyone. What about me?”

The Seer faced him.

“I could not see you at all.”

The Fastest’s grin faltered.

The Death Knight’s hollow voice emerged from beneath his helm, low and edged with grave-cold. “What has caused this?”

The Seer lowered her hand from the blindfold.

“Someone has awakened.”

The words were simple.

Too simple.

The Ghost felt disappointment first. Then suspicion. Then something colder as the silence stretched.

The Broker tapped one ringed finger against his armrest. “People awaken every day.”

“Not like this,” The Seer said.

The Alchemist leaned forward now, elbows on bare knees, all humour gone from his face. “Innate Skill?”

“Yes.”

“What level?”

“I do not know.”

The Omnimancer’s eyes narrowed. “You do not know, or you cannot see?”

The Seer’s lips pressed together.

“I cannot see it clearly.”

That frightened them more than the warning itself.

The Seer saw everything eventually. That was the rule they had all come to trust, resent, and fear.

The Ghost stared at her, and for a moment he imagined the blindfold gone. Empty sockets beneath. Or eyes filled with stars. Or nothing at all.

“What did you see?” The Ghost asked.

His voice was soft, almost not there.

Several heads turned toward him. Some with surprise. Some with irritation. The Ghost rarely spoke unless something was worth the effort.

The Seer faced him.

“I saw an orphan child standing beneath a sky of broken blue glass.”

The Ghost became perfectly still.

Around the circle, the others listened.

“I saw monsters kneel and men call it blasphemy. I saw Skills unravel. I saw Innate powers bend in ways they were never meant to bend. I saw cities without walls. Dungeons without masters. Kings without crowns. Gods without worship.”

The Voice’s hands moved slowly.

Who?

The Seer shook her head. “I do not know his name.”

“His?” The Broker asked.

“A boy,” The Seer said. “Sixteen years old. Newly awakened.”

The Smith grunted low in his chest. “A child.”

“A spark,” The Necromancer murmured, smiling faintly. “Or a plague.”

The Exquisite leaned back in her throne, red silk whispering around her. “And this boy threatens us?”

The Seer did not answer immediately.

When she did, her voice was quieter still.

“No.”

The Ghost felt the word settle strangely.

The Emperor frowned. “No?”

“He does not threaten us because he seeks our deaths,” The Seer said. “He threatens us because his existence changes what power means.”

The Omnimancer’s mana motes flared.

The Author’s quill snapped.

Ink splattered across his open book like blood.

The Seer continued.

“The System has rules. It has boundaries. Even we obey them, though some of us pretend otherwise. But this boy…” She paused, and for the first time, her voice shook. “This boy is an error the System did not correct.”

The Alchemist smiled then.

Not his usual smile.

This one was small, sharp, and fascinated.

“Oh,” he whispered. “That is interesting.”

The Emperor’s hand closed around the arm of his throne hard enough for the gold to groan. “Where is he?”

“I do not know.”

“Find him.”

“I have tried.”

“Try harder.”

The Seer turned her blindfolded face toward him.

The tent seemed to darken.

“I have looked through more futures than your empire has soldiers,” she said. “Every road toward him breaks. Every name becomes ash in my mouth. Every vision ends with the same thing.”

The Ghost did not want to ask.

He asked anyway.

“What thing?”

The Seer sat motionless beneath the great carved eye of her throne.

Then she whispered, “War.”

The word passed through the room like a drawn blade.

The Death Knight inclined his helm slightly.

The Strongest’s hands curled into fists.

The Shadow vanished from his throne for the space of a heartbeat, then returned.

The Voice closed his eyes.

The God King stared at nothing.

The Emperor looked hungry.

The Ghost looked at The Seer and understood, with a certainty that made even his dead soul feel heavy, that she had not called them here because she wanted the boy stopped.

She had called them because she did not know whether he could be.

The Alchemist suddenly clapped his hands once.

The sound cracked through the tent.

“Well,” he said brightly, leaning back in his throne, bare feet still filthy against the gold. “That explains the dramatic weather.”

No one laughed.

The Alchemist did not seem to mind.

He looked around the circle, eyes gleaming with dangerous curiosity.

“So,” he said, “which one of us is going to be stupid enough to find him first?”

The Ghost looked toward the entrance of the tent.

Beyond it lay the plains, the storm, and somewhere far beyond both, a sixteen-year-old orphan newly awakened to the System.

A child none of them knew.

A child hidden from the greatest Seer alive.

A child whose future had swallowed theirs.

For the first time in centuries, The Ghost wished he still had a heartbeat.

Just so it could stop.

            

    
        Awakening Day

    
    
    
    
                Max woke to the sound of rain tapping against the cracked glass above his bed.

For a moment, he kept his eyes closed.

He knew the ceiling without needing to look. Three long cracks ran from the left corner to the centre beam, one shaped like a crooked finger. Damp had darkened the plaster above the window, turning it the colour of old bread. When the wind blew hard enough, the frame rattled like it was trying to escape the wall.

The boys’ dormitory smelled of wet wool, unwashed socks, and the faint smoky scent that always clung to the orphanage no matter how often the younger children scrubbed the floors.

Home.

For sixteen years, it had been home.

Today, it stopped being that.

Max opened his eyes.

Grey morning light crept through the window, weak and miserable. The room around him was already stirring. Beds groaned. Blankets rustled. Someone coughed into a pillow. Somewhere near the far end of the dormitory, Thomas was muttering curses while trying to untangle himself from a blanket that had wrapped around his legs during the night.

Max lay still for a few seconds longer, staring at the cracked ceiling.

Sixteen.

The word sat heavy in his chest.

Everyone awakened on their sixteenth birthday. Everyone. It was the one promise the System kept without fail. Rich or poor, noble or orphan, farmer or soldier, blessed or unwanted — when the day came, the System noticed.

It opened your path.

It gave you an Innate Skill.

And then the world decided what you were worth.

“Oi, Max.”

A pillow hit him in the face.

Max grunted and sat up, dragging the pillow away.

Across the narrow aisle between beds, Alfred grinned at him from beneath a nest of dark hair. Most people called him Alfie, because Alfred sounded too serious for a twelve-year-old boy who spent half his time stealing crusts and the other half trying not to get caught.

He was skinny as a broom handle, with quick hands, quicker feet, and the sort of face that made adults forgive him for things they absolutely should not have forgiven him for.

Max had looked after him for years.

Not because they were brothers. Orphans didn’t have families. Not real ones. Not ones that counted on ledgers or in law.

But Alfie was small, and clever, and too proud to admit when he was scared.

Max knew what that felt like.

“You dead?” Alfie asked.

“Not yet.”

“Shame. I wanted your boots.”

“You can have them when your feet grow.”

Alfie glanced at Max’s worn boots near the end of the bed, then at his own bare feet. “So never, then.”

“Probably.”

Thomas finally escaped his blanket and tumbled out of bed with a thud. He lay on the floor for a moment, face pressed to the boards.

“I hate mornings,” he announced.

“You hate evenings too,” said Mira from the doorway.

The boys turned.

Mira stood with one hand on her hip and the other holding a wooden spoon. She was fifteen, tall, sharp-eyed, and already had the look of someone who would one day terrify an entire household into behaving itself. She slept in the girls’ dormitory across the hall, but that had never stopped her from invading the boys’ room whenever she felt like it.

“Breakfast,” she said. “Before the little ones eat all the porridge.”

Thomas lifted his head. “Is there honey?”

Mira gave him a flat look.

Thomas sighed and let his head drop back down. “Stupid question.”

Max pushed himself out of bed. The floor was cold beneath his feet. He dressed quickly, pulling on his patched trousers, faded shirt, and the brown wool coat he had worn every winter for the last three years. It was too short at the wrists now, but still warm enough if he kept moving.

Alfie watched him with unusual quiet.

Max noticed.

He always noticed when Alfie went quiet.

“What?” Max asked.

Alfie shrugged. “Nothing.”

“That face isn’t nothing.”

“What face?”

“The one where you’re thinking something stupid.”

Alfie scowled. “I have lots of faces.”

“And most of them are stupid.”

Mira snorted from the doorway.

Alfie ignored her. “What if you get something amazing?”

Max tied his boots and stood. “Then I’ll be amazing.”

“What if you get something bad?”

“Then I’ll be bad.”

“That’s not funny.”

“I wasn’t joking.”

Alfie looked down at the blanket in his lap. His grin had vanished.

Max sighed.

He crossed the small space between them and crouched in front of Alfie’s bed.

“Listen. Whatever happens, I’ll figure it out.”

“That’s what everyone says before they don’t.”

Max had no answer for that.

Because Alfie was right.

Every year, the orphanage sent its sixteen-year-olds to awaken. Some came back smiling. Some came back pale. Some didn’t come back at all because a guild, temple, workshop, or noble house took interest in them before they ever returned.

And some came back with Innate Skills no one wanted.

Those were the ones who worried.

Those were the ones who begged.

Those were the ones Head Matron Veller reminded, very kindly and very loudly, that the orphanage had no room for adults.

Max reached out and ruffled Alfie’s hair.

Alfie slapped his hand away. “Stop.”

“You started looking sad. I had to fix it.”

“By ruining my hair?”

“It was already ruined.”

Mira banged the spoon against the doorframe. “Breakfast. Now. If I have to come back up here, I’m taking everyone’s crusts.”

That got them moving.

The dining hall was already loud by the time Max arrived.

Long wooden tables filled the room in uneven rows, their surfaces scarred by years of knives, elbows, and bored children scratching names into the grain. Rain hissed against the shutters. The hearth smoked badly in the corner, sending thin grey trails into the rafters. At the far end of the room, two older girls ladled porridge from a blackened pot while the younger children shuffled forward with bowls clutched in both hands.

Max took his place in line behind Thomas and Alfie.

“You nervous?” Thomas asked over his shoulder.

“No.”

“Liar.”

Max smiled faintly. “A bit.”

Thomas nodded as if satisfied. He was broad for fifteen, with red hair, a broken nose from a fight behind the laundry shed, and an endless belief that his own awakening would solve every problem he had ever had.

“I’m going to get something combat-based,” Thomas said.

“You’ve said.”

“Something strong. Like Iron Body. Or Flame Fist. Or Giant’s Strength.”

“You said that too.”

“Then I’ll join the city guard,” Thomas continued, ignoring him. “Or a mercenary company. Maybe an adventurer’s guild if they’re recruiting.”

Mira, who had somehow appeared beside them, raised an eyebrow. “You’d die in a week.”

Thomas looked offended. “I would not.”

“You tried to punch a goose last month and lost.”

“That goose was unnatural.”

“It was a goose.”

“It had hate in its eyes.”

Max laughed despite himself.

They reached the front of the line. Old Hessa, the cook, scooped porridge into Max’s bowl with a hand that shook slightly from age. She was one of the few adults in the orphanage Max didn’t dislike.

Her face softened when she saw him.

“Big day,” she said.

Max nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

She added a second scoop of porridge.

Then, after glancing over her shoulder to make sure no one important was watching, she pressed half an apple into his hand.

Max blinked.

Hessa gave him a stern look. “Don’t make a thing of it.”

“I wasn’t—”

“Go sit before I change my mind.”

Max closed his fingers around the apple. “Thank you.”

She waved him off.

He sat with Alfie, Thomas, Mira, and a few of the others near the middle of the room. The porridge was watery, as usual, but warm enough to chase the cold from his fingers. Max ate slowly, trying to make it last.

The half apple sat beside his bowl like treasure.

Alfie eyed it.

Max cut it with his spoon and slid half across the table.

Alfie hesitated.

“Take it,” Max said.

“It’s your birthday.”

“And I’m giving you a gift. Very generous of me.”

Alfie took the apple before Thomas could make a grab for it.

Across the table, Mira watched Max over her bowl. “What do you want?”

Max knew what she meant.

He shrugged. “Something useful.”

“That’s boring.”

“Useful keeps you fed.”

Thomas pointed his spoon at him. “Wrong. Powerful keeps you fed. Useful gets you hired by someone powerful.”

Mira rolled her eyes. “You sound like a recruitment poster.”

“I’d look good on a poster.”

“You’d misspell your own name.”

Thomas opened his mouth, then closed it. “Maybe.”

Alfie leaned forward. “I think Max will get something rare.”

Max groaned. “Don’t start.”

“I do.”

“Rare isn’t always good,” Mira said.

Alfie frowned. “Rare sounds good.”

“There was a boy three years ago who awakened Feather Nails,” Mira said. “Rare Skill. Useless, unless you need your fingers to look like a sick pigeon.”

Thomas laughed so hard porridge nearly came out of his nose.

Alfie looked horrified. “That’s real?”

Mira nodded solemnly. “System doesn’t care if something sounds stupid.”

That was true enough.

Everyone had stories. Someone’s cousin awakened the Innate Skill Candle Tongue and could make tiny flames appear on his tongue, but only while speaking. A girl in the western quarter got Stone Listening and became an apprentice miner within the week. One boy supposedly awakened Rat Lord and vanished into the sewers with a swarm behind him.

No one knew how many stories were true.

That never stopped people from telling them.

“What did Veller say?” Mira asked.

Max’s good mood faded slightly.

“She said I’m to go to the temple after breakfast,” he said. “Pray until the System opens. Then return and report my Innate Skill.”

“And then?”

Max stirred his porridge.

Mira’s expression hardened.

They all knew the answer.

Head Matron Veller stood near the entrance to the dining hall like she had been summoned by the conversation. She was tall and narrow, with iron-grey hair pulled into a bun so tight it seemed to stretch her face. Her dress was black, severe, and spotless. Around her neck hung a small silver emblem of the God King: a crowned figure surrounded by rays of light.

She believed in rules.

She believed in discipline.

Most of all, she believed orphans were debts the world had unfairly placed upon her.

Her eyes found Max.

“Max,” she called.

The dining hall quieted just enough for everyone nearby to hear.

Max stood. “Head Matron.”

“You will leave within the hour. You are to present yourself respectfully at the temple. You will not embarrass this orphanage. You will not speak unless spoken to. You will return immediately after your awakening.”

“Yes, Head Matron.”

Her eyes flicked to the half apple in Alfie’s hand.

Alfie froze.

Veller’s mouth tightened. “Food is not to be traded.”

“It was mine,” Max said.

The room went very still.

Veller looked back at him. “What did you say?”

Max kept his voice even. “Hessa gave it to me. I gave half to Alfie.”

Hessa busied herself violently with the porridge pot.

Veller walked toward the table, each step sharp against the wooden floor. “Generosity is a luxury for those who own something. You own nothing here. Not the bed you slept in. Not the clothes on your back. Not the food in your bowl.”

Alfie’s face had gone pale.

Max felt heat rise in his chest, but he swallowed it down.

Not today.

Not before his awakening.

Veller stopped beside him and held out one thin hand.

“The apple.”

Alfie stared at her.

Max took the piece from Alfie’s hand and placed it in Veller’s palm.

She dropped it into his porridge.

“Eat,” she said.

Max looked at the apple sinking into the grey mush.

Then he picked up his spoon.

Across the table, Thomas looked ready to explode. Mira’s fingers were white around her bowl. Alfie stared down at his lap, shame and anger twisting his face.

Max ate.

Every bite tasted like nothing.

Veller watched until the apple was gone, then stepped back.

“Do not be late,” she said.

Then she turned and left the dining hall.

For a few moments, no one spoke.

Thomas broke first. “I hate her.”

Mira kicked him under the table.

“What?” Thomas hissed. “I do.”

Max sat down slowly.

Alfie wouldn’t look at him.

“Alfie,” Max said.

The younger boy shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

“But—”

“It’s an apple.”

“It wasn’t.”

Max had no answer to that either.

So he finished his porridge.

The temple of the God King stood on the highest hill in the town.

It was visible from almost everywhere, which Max suspected was the point. White stone walls rose above the surrounding rooftops, polished so brightly they seemed to glow even beneath the grey sky. A golden dome crowned the central hall, and at its peak stood a statue of the God King with arms spread wide, head tilted slightly downward as if blessing the town below.

Or judging it.

Max climbed the hill alone.

The rain had softened to a mist, clinging to his hair and coat. His boots slipped once on the wet stones, but he caught himself against a wall and kept going.

The town of Greystone spread below him, all slate roofs, muddy streets, smoking chimneys, and crooked houses pressed too close together. Beyond the walls, fields rolled out toward the dark line of the eastern woods. Somewhere farther still were dungeons, monster nests, old ruins, and roads that led to cities Max had only heard about from travellers.

He wondered if he would see any of them.

He wondered if his Innate Skill would matter.

He wondered if he would come back to the orphanage and find that nothing had changed except the way everyone looked at him.

At the temple doors, two guards in white cloaks stood beneath the archway. Both carried spears. Both wore polished breastplates marked with the crowned sun.

One looked at Max’s patched coat and worn boots.

“Awakening?” the guard asked.

Max nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Name?”

“Max.”

The guard checked a slate held in one hand.

For a moment, his brow furrowed. Then his expression smoothed with recognition.

“Orphanage?”

“Yes, sir.”

A brief look passed between the guards.

Max pretended not to see it.

Orphans did not have last names. Not unless someone gave one to them. Not unless they were adopted, sponsored, raised into a house, or claimed by someone important enough to make the name stick.

Most never were.

Most lived and died with one name only.

The first guard stepped aside. “Enter. Speak to Acolyte Ren at the inner desk. Do not wander.”

“Yes, sir.”

The temple smelled of incense, candle wax, and rainwater tracked in by boots. The floor was white marble veined with gold, so clean Max felt guilty stepping on it. Sunlight should have poured through the tall stained-glass windows, but the sky outside was too grey, leaving the coloured images dim and solemn.

They showed the God King in many forms.

The God King healing the sick.

The God King defeating a horned monster with a spear of light.

The God King standing above kneeling armies.

The God King receiving worship beneath a sky full of stars.

Max walked beneath them with his head lowered.

The inner desk stood near the entrance to the main prayer hall. A young acolyte sat behind it, writing in a ledger. He had soft hands, neat hair, and a face that suggested he had never missed a meal in his life.

He glanced up. “Name?”

“Max.”

The acolyte waited.

Max waited too.

The acolyte’s eyes flicked up from the ledger. “Full name.”

“That is my full name.”

The acolyte looked at him for another moment.

Then understanding settled over his face.

“Orphan.”

Max said nothing.

The acolyte wrote something down. “Sixteen today?”

“Yes.”

“First awakening?”

Max paused.

The acolyte looked up slowly. “That was a joke.”

“Oh.”

The acolyte sighed. “Go through. Kneel before the central altar. Pray until the System opens. When your menu appears, remain calm. Read your Innate Skill. If there are complications, call for assistance. Do not shout. Do not run. Do not touch any relics.”

Max nodded.

“Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

The acolyte looked him over. “Good. Try not to bleed on anything.”

Max had absolutely no idea what to say to that.

So he entered the prayer hall.

It was enormous.

Rows of benches lined the space, though few were occupied this early in the day. At the far end, beneath the largest stained-glass window, stood a golden statue of the God King. It was twice the height of a man, arms spread wide, expression serene and perfect.

Candles burned at its feet.

Hundreds of them.

Some were thick and expensive, placed by merchants and nobles. Others were thin, cheap things, burned down almost to nothing. Prayers written on strips of paper had been tied to golden cords around the altar.

Max walked down the centre aisle.

His footsteps echoed.

An old woman prayed near the front, whispering through cracked lips. A man in a fine coat knelt with his head bowed. Two children sat beside their mother, both staring at Max as he passed.

He reached the altar and knelt.

The marble was cold through his trousers.

Max clasped his hands together because that was what people did in temples. He tried to think of a prayer.

Nothing came.

He had never been good at praying.

The God King had temples in every city, shrines in every village, and statues in half the noble houses across Terra. People claimed he protected civilisation. People said his light held back monsters, demons, undead, and worse things that crawled up from the old places.

Maybe that was true.

Maybe it wasn’t.

Max only knew the God King had never visited the orphanage.

He closed his eyes.

Please let it be useful.

That was all he had.

So he repeated it.

Again.

And again.

Please let it be useful.

Time passed strangely after that.

The candles flickered behind his eyelids. The incense made his head feel light. His knees began to ache against the marble, but he did not move. Somewhere behind him, someone coughed. A door opened, then closed. Rain tapped softly against the high windows.

Please let it be useful.

A warmth built in his chest.

Max’s breath caught.

At first, he thought it was nerves. Then the warmth spread outward, flowing through his ribs, down his arms, up his throat, behind his eyes. It did not hurt. Not exactly. But it felt too large for his body, like something vast had noticed him and was now trying to fit itself into the shape of a boy.

His fingers tightened.

The world went silent.

Not quiet.

Silent.

No rain. No whispers. No crackle of candle flame.

Then blue light unfolded across his vision.

Words appeared in the air.

Not on the altar.

Not in front of him.

Inside his sight.

Max stopped breathing.
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Max stared.

The letters remained perfectly clear no matter where his eyes moved. They glowed with a soft blue light, sharp and impossible.

Absorption.

He read the word again.

Then again.

Absorption.

It sounded useful.

Maybe.

He waited for more.

Nothing came.

No explanation. No list of powers. No divine voice whispering purpose into his ear. No sudden understanding of what his Innate Skill did. Just the menu, cold and simple and final.

Innate Skill: Absorption.

Level 1.

Skills: None.

Abilities: None.

Max swallowed.

“Is it done?” someone asked.

Max blinked.

Sound rushed back into the world.

Rain. Candles. Whispered prayers. His own heartbeat hammering in his ears.

He turned his head. The acolyte stood a few paces behind him with a bored expression and a slate in hand.

“Yes,” Max said.

“What did you awaken?”

Max hesitated.

Was he supposed to say it aloud?

The acolyte’s mouth tightened. “Your Innate Skill.”

“Absorption.”

The acolyte paused.

For the first time, he looked interested.

“Absorption?”

“Yes.”

“What does it do?”

Max looked back at the menu still floating in his vision.

“I don’t know.”

The interest faded into mild irritation. “Focus on it.”

Max did.

Nothing happened.

He frowned and tried harder.

Absorption.

Still nothing.

The acolyte sighed. “No abilities?”

“No.”

“No Skills?”

“No.”

“Level?”

“One.”

The acolyte scratched something onto the slate. “Unclear function. No initial manifestation. Report to your guardian or institution. If symptoms develop, return to the temple for assessment.”

Symptoms?

Max did not like that word.

“Is that bad?” he asked.

The acolyte gave him the kind of smile people gave when they wanted to end a conversation without answering. “All Innate Skills are gifts of the System.”

That was not an answer.

Max stood. His legs were stiff from kneeling.

The menu still hovered in his vision. He focused on it, willing it away, and it vanished.

For a moment, panic flashed through him.

Then he thought of it again.

The menu returned.
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Max let it fade.

Absorption.

It had to be useful.

It had to be.

He left the temple through the same white doors and stepped back into the rain.

The walk downhill felt different.

Not better.

Not worse.

Just different.

The world looked the same. Greystone still smelled of wet stone, horse dung, chimney smoke, and bread from the bakeries near the market. Carts still rattled through the muddy streets. A woman still shouted at a boy for dropping onions into a puddle. A dog still barked at nothing from beneath an awning.

But Max had awakened.

Somewhere inside him, the System had placed a seed.

He just had no idea what kind.

By the time he reached the orphanage, the rain had stopped. Water dripped from the eaves and gathered in the yard, turning the dirt into sticky mud. The old building leaned against the grey sky, patched roof sagging, windows dull.

Max paused at the gate.

Alfie was waiting near the steps.

The moment he saw Max, he ran.

“Well?” Alfie demanded, skidding to a stop in front of him. “What is it? Is it good? Is it rare? Can you shoot fire? Can you fly? Can you turn invisible? Thomas said if it’s combat-based you have to punch him so he can test it.”

Max smiled despite the knot in his stomach. “Thomas is an idiot.”

“Obviously. What did you get?”

“Absorption.”

Alfie’s eyes widened. “That sounds strong.”

“Maybe.”

“What does it do?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Oh.” Alfie considered this. “Can you absorb soup?”

Max stared at him.

“What?”

“Why soup?”

“I don’t know. It was the first thing I thought of.”

“You’re very strange.”

Alfie grinned. “But it sounds good, right?”

Before Max could answer, the front door opened.

Head Matron Veller stood in the doorway.

“Max,” she said.

Alfie’s grin vanished.

Max straightened. “Head Matron.”

“Inside.”

Alfie grabbed Max’s sleeve. “Can I—”

“No,” Veller said.

The word cracked across the yard.

Alfie let go.

Max looked down at him. “It’s fine.”

“It’s not,” Alfie whispered.

Max wanted to say something comforting.

Nothing came.

So he followed Veller inside.

She led him not to the dining hall, nor to the dormitory, but to her office.

That was when Max knew.

The office was small, neat, and colder than the rest of the orphanage. Ledgers lined the shelves. A portrait of the God King hung behind the desk, his painted eyes gazing down with perfect golden mercy. A single candle burned beside an inkpot.

Veller sat behind the desk.

Max remained standing.

For several moments, she wrote something in one of her ledgers without speaking. The scratch of her quill filled the silence.

Finally, she said, “Your Innate Skill?”

“Absorption.”

The quill stopped.

Her eyes lifted.

“What does it do?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Explain.”

“There was no ability listed. No Skill either. Just the Innate Skill and its level.”

“Level?”

“One.”

Her lips pressed thin.

Max felt the knot in his stomach tighten.

Veller opened a drawer and removed a folded piece of parchment. She placed it on the desk, then set a small cloth pouch beside it. The pouch landed with a soft clink.

“What is that?” Max asked.

“Your discharge notice. And the standard leaving allowance.”

Max stared at her.

The room seemed to tilt slightly.

“My what?”

“You are sixteen,” Veller said. “Awakened. Legally recognised by the System as an adult for purposes of labour, contract, and civic responsibility. The orphanage is no longer required to house you.”

Max had known this might happen.

Everyone knew.

But knowing a blade might fall and feeling it touch your neck were not the same thing.

“I thought…” He swallowed. “Some stay a few days. Until they find work.”

“Those with valuable Innate Skills may be granted temporary placement consideration.”

“Temporary placement consideration,” Max repeated.

Veller’s eyes hardened. “Do not take that tone with me.”

Max clenched his fists at his sides. “I don’t even know what my Skill does yet.”

“Exactly.”

The word struck harder than he expected.

Veller leaned back in her chair. “This institution survives on limited coin, limited food, and limited space. I will not waste any of those on an awakened boy with an unclear Innate Skill and no listed abilities.”

“I can work.”

“You already worked. Poorly.”

“That’s not true.”

“You will not argue with me in my office.”

Max bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to taste blood.

Veller pushed the parchment and pouch toward the edge of the desk. “You will collect your belongings. You will leave before evening bell. You are not to sleep here tonight.”

Max’s breath came slowly.

Carefully.

“What about Alfie?”

“What about him?”

“He needs someone looking out for him.”

“He is a ward of this orphanage,” Veller said. “As you were. Nothing more.”

“He’s twelve.”

“And?”

Max stared at her.

Veller stared back.

The God King’s painted eyes watched over both of them.

Max almost laughed.

There were prayers written beneath that portrait. Little scraps of paper from children who had thought the God King might listen better if they wrote the words instead of speaking them. Max had seen them sometimes when he cleaned the office.

Please let me be chosen.

Please make Head Matron kind.

Please let Hessa’s cough go away.

Please let Max not get in trouble.

Veller had thrown most of them into the fire.

Max wondered if the God King had noticed.

“You don’t care about him,” Max said.

Veller stood.

The chair scraped against the floor.

“I have fed you for sixteen years,” she said coldly. “Clothed you. Housed you. Educated you beyond what most gutter-born wretches could hope for. And this is the gratitude I receive?”

Max looked at her.

Really looked.

At the tight bun. The spotless dress. The silver God King pendant. The ledger where every child had been reduced to cost, age, usefulness, and burden.

“You didn’t do those things out of kindness,” he said.

Her face went still.

For one dangerous moment, Max thought she might strike him.

Part of him wanted her to try.

Instead, Veller smiled.

It was worse than anger.

“No,” she said softly. “I did them because the law required it. And now it does not.”

She pushed the pouch closer.

“Take your coin, Max. Take your things. Leave my orphanage.”

My orphanage.

Not home.

Never home.

Max picked up the pouch. It was lighter than he expected. A few copper coins, maybe one small silver if the System was feeling generous through her.

He took the parchment too, though his fingers wanted to tear it in half.

Veller sat back down.

“We are done.”

Max turned to leave.

“And Max?”

He stopped at the door.

“If you attempt to linger, beg, or cause a scene, I will call the guard. If you try to take Alfred or any other child with you, I will have you arrested for kidnapping a ward of the town. Am I understood?”

His hand tightened around the door handle.

Wood creaked beneath his grip.

For a heartbeat, something inside him stirred.

Not anger.

Not exactly.

A pull.

A hunger.

A sense of emptiness opening somewhere deep beneath his ribs.

Max looked down at his hand.

Nothing happened.

No blue light. No sudden power. No miracle.

Just his fingers wrapped around old wood.

He forced himself to let go before the handle broke.

“Yes, Head Matron,” he said.

Then he walked out.

Alfie was waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

One look at Max’s face and he knew.

“No,” Alfie said.

Max tried to smile.

It failed.

Alfie shook his head. “No. She can’t. You just awakened today. She can’t kick you out today.”

“She can.”

“But where will you go?”

“I’ll figure it out.”

“You always say that!”

The shout echoed through the hall.

A few younger children peeked out from doorways. Mira appeared near the dining hall, Thomas behind her, both of them silent.

Alfie’s eyes were wet now, but he looked furious more than sad.

“I’ll come with you,” he said.

“No.”

“I will.”

“No, Alfie.”

“You can’t make me stay.”

Max crouched in front of him, just as he had that morning. It felt like years ago.

“Listen to me,” Max said. “You are staying here.”

“I hate it here.”

“I know.”

“She’s horrible.”

“I know.”

“Then why?”

“Because you’re twelve.”

Alfie glared at him. “That’s not a reason.”

“It is.”

“It’s a bad one.”

“It’s the only one that matters.” Max gripped his shoulders. “You stay. You eat. You sleep inside. You keep your head down. In four years, you awaken. Then you leave properly.”

“With you?”

Max’s throat tightened.

“Yes,” he lied. “If I can.”

Alfie stared at him like he knew.

That was the worst part.

He had always been too clever when Max needed him not to be.

Mira stepped closer and rested a hand on Alfie’s shoulder. “I’ll watch him.”

Max looked up at her.

She nodded once.

Thomas stood behind her, jaw clenched. “Me too.”

“You can barely watch yourself,” Mira said.

Thomas glared. “I’ll help.”

Max stood slowly.

“Thank you,” he said.

The words felt too small.

Everything felt too small.

He went upstairs and packed his belongings into a threadbare bag. It did not take long. Two shirts. Spare socks. A small knife with a chipped handle. A wooden figure Alfie had carved badly and insisted was a wolf. A blanket with more patches than original cloth.

That was sixteen years of life.

It fit in one bag.

When Max came back down, Alfie was still waiting.

He threw his arms around Max and held on with desperate strength.

Max hugged him back.

For a moment, he forgot the watching children, the cold hall, the matron’s office, the System, the future, all of it.

He was just a boy holding onto the closest thing to family either of them had been allowed to have.

Then Veller’s voice cut through the orphanage from above.

“Evening bell approaches, Max.”

Max closed his eyes.

Alfie whispered, “I hate her.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that.”

“I don’t care.”

“I do.”

Alfie pulled back, wiping his face angrily with his sleeve. “You’ll come back?”

Max forced himself to nod. “When I can.”

“Promise?”

Promises were dangerous things.

The System did not track them.

People did.

“I promise,” Max said.

Alfie hugged him once more, then stepped away before he could be made to.

Max looked at Mira. At Thomas. At the younger children clustered in doorways. At old Hessa standing near the kitchen, her face wet though she pretended it was from steam.

Then he opened the front door.

Cold air rushed in.

The yard was muddy. The sky was grey. Greystone waited beyond the gate, full of people who did not know him and did not care.

Max stepped outside.

The door shut behind him.

For a moment, he stood there with his bag over one shoulder and the discharge notice crumpled in his fist.

He thought of the temple.

The blue words.

The empty lines beneath Skills and Abilities.

Absorption.

Level 1.

No explanation.

No home.

No money worth counting.

No idea what came next.

Max looked down at the cloth pouch in his hand and opened it.

Four copper coins.

That was all.

A laugh escaped him then. Quiet. Bitter. Almost swallowed by the wind.

Four copper coins and a Skill he did not understand.

That was what the world had given him.

Max closed the pouch.

Then he looked toward the town gates, where the road bent away from Greystone and vanished into the darkening countryside.

Something inside him stirred again.

That hollow pull beneath his ribs.

Waiting.

Hungry.

Patient.

Max did not know what Absorption did.

Not yet.

But as he took his first step away from the orphanage, he made himself a promise.

He would find out.

And when he came back, no one would ever be able to throw him away again.

            

    
        Four Coppers

    
    
    
    
                Four copper coins did not last long.

Max had known they wouldn’t.

He had known it the moment Head Matron Veller dropped the pouch onto her desk and called it a leaving allowance with the same tone she used when ordering children to scrub chamber pots. Four coppers was not enough for a new life. It was barely enough for a bad meal and a worse night beneath a leaking roof.

But knowing something and living it were different things.

The first copper went to bread.

Not good bread. Not the soft white loaves displayed in the baker’s window, dusted with flour and warm enough to steam in the morning air. Max bought the kind kept near the back, hard at the edges, baked too long, and cheap because it would be stale before sundown.

He ate half of it that first day and forced himself to save the rest.

The second copper bought a bowl of thin onion soup from a street vendor near the south gate. The woman running the stall looked him up and down, saw the patched coat, the threadbare bag, the single name, and gave him a ladle from the bottom of the pot where the onions had burned.

Max thanked her anyway.

The third copper bought him a place on the floor of a common room above a tavern called The Crooked Pike. Not a bed. Not even a blanket. Just permission to sleep near the hearth with six other men who smelled of sweat, ale, and road dust.

Someone tried to steal his bag before dawn.

Max woke with a hand on his knife and his heart beating hard enough to hurt. The man backed away, grinning with three missing teeth, and said he had mistaken the bag for his own.

Max didn’t sleep after that.

The fourth copper stayed in his pocket for another full day.

He kept touching it, feeling its small round shape through the cloth, as if it were more than it was. As if one copper could become two if he waited long enough. As if the System might notice his restraint and reward him.

It didn’t.

By the third evening, the last copper was gone.

By the fourth morning, so was the bread.

By the fifth, Max was starving.

Not hungry.

Hungry was the ache before breakfast in the orphanage when the porridge pot was late and the younger children started whining. Hungry was missing supper because Veller decided someone had spoken too loudly during chores. Hungry was lying in bed with Alfie whispering about roast chicken neither of them had ever eaten, laughing because it was easier than admitting their stomachs hurt.

Starving was different.

Starving made the world narrow.

It stripped colour from the streets and left only smells. Bread from the bakeries. Meat pies cooling on trays. Roasted onions. Apples piled in baskets. Cheese wrapped in cloth. Fish frying in oil near the market square. Every scent became a hook dragged through Max’s belly.

He walked because stopping made it worse.

Greystone did not care.

The town continued around him as if his hunger were nothing more than bad weather. Carts rattled through the streets. Merchants shouted prices from behind stalls. Children ran laughing between puddles. Apprentices carried bundles. Women bargained. Men argued. Bells rang from the God King’s temple, bright and golden above the rooftops.

Max kept his head down.

He had tried to find work.

That was what people always said when someone had nowhere to go.

Find work.

As if work were a loose coin waiting in the mud.

He tried the stables first. The stablemaster glanced at him, asked his Innate Skill, and laughed when Max answered.

“Absorption?” the man said, leaning on a pitchfork. “You absorb horse shit, boy?”

The other stablehands laughed.

Max left.

He tried the docks along the river, where barges unloaded grain, timber, and crates stamped with guild marks. The foreman looked him over and asked if he had Strength, Endurance, Balance, Rope Sense, Heavy Lifting, anything useful.

Max said no.

The foreman pointed to the street.

He tried the tanneries, the butcher, two smithies, three taverns, and a mason’s yard. Everywhere asked the same questions.

What Skill?

What ability?

What can you do?

Max had the same answer every time.

Absorption.

No abilities.

No Skills.

Level one.

By the end of the second day, he had learned to hate the way people’s faces changed when they heard it. Interest first, sometimes. Then confusion. Then disappointment. Then dismissal.

Unclear function.

No initial manifestation.

No value.

On the fifth day, rain came again.

Thin, needling rain that soaked through his coat and turned the alley dirt into black sludge. Max crouched beneath the overhang of a closed candle shop and pulled his knees to his chest. His bag rested beneath one arm. His knife pressed against his hip.

His stomach cramped hard enough to make him fold forward.

For a while, he could not move.

He breathed through his teeth and stared at the opposite wall, where rain ran down the stones in silver lines.

A rat nosed through rubbish near a barrel.

Max watched it.

The rat found something, seized it in tiny paws, and began to chew.

Max’s mouth filled with saliva.

He looked away.

“No,” he whispered.

His voice sounded weak.

The rat kept eating.

Max closed his eyes.

A blue menu flickered into his vision because he thought of it without meaning to.
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He stared at the words until they blurred.

“Do something,” he said.

The menu remained unchanged.

“Anything.”

Rain whispered around him.

The System did not answer.

Max let the menu fade.

He thought of Alfie.

He didn’t want to.

Thinking of Alfie made his chest hurt in a way hunger couldn’t touch. He imagined the younger boy sitting at breakfast, probably pretending not to look at Max’s empty place. He imagined Mira kicking Thomas under the table when he said something stupid. He imagined Hessa saving scraps she had no way to give him.

He imagined Veller smiling.

That got him moving.

Max stood too quickly and swayed. One hand slapped against the candle shop wall, fingers slipping on wet stone. Black spots swam at the edge of his sight.

He waited until they passed.

Then he walked toward the market.

Greystone’s market square sat at the heart of town, where five roads met around an old stone fountain. The fountain no longer worked. Moss grew around the basin, and someone had chipped the face off the statue at its centre long before Max was born. Stalls crowded around it beneath patched canvas awnings, their bright colours dulled by rain.

It was late enough that many merchants were packing up.

That was good.

People were careless when they were tired. Careless when they counted coins. Careless when they covered baskets and shouted for apprentices to hurry.

Max moved through the edge of the crowd with his hands in his pockets and his eyes lowered.

He had never stolen food before.

Not really.

He had stolen crusts in the orphanage, but everyone did that. He had taken an apple once from a tree that hung over a garden wall. He had eaten leftover turnip skins from the kitchen scraps when Hessa pretended not to notice.

This was different.

This was a market stall.

This was guards.

This was law.

His stomach cramped again.

Max kept walking.

A woman selling hot pies shouted over the rain, promising beef and gravy, though Max doubted either word was honest. The smell still nearly broke him. Rich fat. Salt. Crisp pastry. Heat.

He stopped before he meant to.

The pies sat on a wooden tray beside the stall, steam curling from the cracks in their crusts. The merchant was broad-faced and red-cheeked, arguing with a man over the price of three wrapped bundles. Her apprentice, a girl perhaps Max’s age, was tying cloth over baskets near the back.

No one looked at the tray.

Max’s heart began to hammer.

Don’t.

He looked at the pies.

Walk away.

His hands felt numb.

You’ll get caught.

His stomach clenched so hard his vision flashed white.

Move.

He did.

Max stepped closer, shoulder brushing another passer-by. He let the movement turn him slightly, let his left hand come free from his pocket, let his fingers close around the nearest pie.

It was hot.

Too hot.

Pain bit into his palm, but he held on.

For one impossible heartbeat, no one noticed.

Then the apprentice shouted.

“Thief!”

Max ran.

The market exploded behind him.

“Thief!”

“Stop him!”

“Oi!”

Max shoved between two men carrying a crate and nearly went down as one of them cursed and swung at him. He ducked beneath the blow, clutching the pie to his chest with one hand and his bag with the other. Mud splashed beneath his boots. Rain struck his face. His breath tore in his throat.

He heard the merchant screaming.

He heard heavier steps behind him.

Guards.

Of course there were guards.

Max bolted down the narrow road between a cooper’s shop and a shuttered apothecary. He knew Greystone’s alleys well enough from errands at the orphanage, but knowing them while walking and knowing them while starving, soaked, and chased were not the same thing.

His foot slipped.

He caught himself against a wall and kept going.

The pie burned his fingers. He almost dropped it. Some distant, reasonable part of him screamed that the pie no longer mattered.

The rest of him held on tighter.

A man stepped into the alley ahead carrying a basket of laundry.

Max crashed into him.

The basket flew. Wet sheets slapped into Max’s face. He stumbled, blind for a heartbeat, and ripped them away just as a hand closed around the back of his coat.

“Got you!”

Max twisted.

The guard holding him was thick-necked, bearded, and wearing a steel cap over damp hair. His white-and-brown town guard cloak hung heavy with rain. One hand gripped Max’s coat. The other reached for his club.

Panic flooded Max.

He drove his elbow back.

It struck the guard somewhere soft. The man grunted and loosened his grip. Max tore free, leaving a strip of fabric in the guard’s fist, and ran harder.

“Little bastard!” the guard roared.

Max turned right.

Wrong choice.

The alley ended in a wall.

For a second, his mind refused to understand what he was seeing. Just wet stone, too high to climb quickly, slick with moss, blocking the way.

No.

He spun.

The bearded guard entered the alley behind him, breathing hard. Another guard appeared beside him, thinner, younger, carrying a short spear. Behind them, the laundry man shouted curses while gathering his fallen sheets.

Max backed toward the wall.

The pie was still in his hand.

Ridiculous.

He looked down at it.

Half the crust had broken. Gravy leaked between his fingers, hot and greasy.

His stomach made a sound like a wounded animal.

The younger guard saw.

Something changed in his face.

The older one did not care.

“Drop it,” the bearded guard said.

Max’s grip tightened.

The guard lifted his club. “Drop. It.”

Max should have obeyed.

He knew that.

He was not stupid.

But hunger was not reasonable. Hunger had followed him for days. Hunger had curled up inside his bones and scraped him hollow. Hunger had watched bread through windows and smelled soup from alleys and listened to people throw scraps to dogs.

Max raised the pie to his mouth.

The bearded guard lunged.

Max managed one bite before the club hit him.

Pain burst across his shoulder, bright and sickening. The pie fell. Max hit the wall and slid down it, gasping. Mud soaked through his trousers. His arm went numb from neck to fingertips.

The guard kicked the pie away.

Max stared as it broke apart in the alley muck.

“No,” he whispered.

The guard grabbed him by the front of his coat and hauled him upright. “Stealing from the market. Running from the guard. Striking an officer.” His breath smelled of onions and cheap ale. “Bad day for you, boy.”

Max tried to speak.

Nothing came out.

The younger guard shifted uneasily. “Bran, he’s just hungry.”

The bearded guard, Bran, shot him a look. “Hungry folk don’t get to rob honest traders.”

“It was one pie.”

“Then he should have begged.”

Max laughed.

He couldn’t help it.

It came out broken and ugly, half a cough, half a sob.

Bran’s eyes narrowed. “Something funny?”

Max looked at him. Rain ran down his face, but his eyes burned.

“I did,” he said.

Bran blinked.

“I begged for work,” Max said. “No one wanted me.”

For a moment, only the rain answered.

The younger guard looked away.

Bran shoved Max hard enough that his back struck the wall again.

“Not my problem.”

No.

Of course not.

Nothing ever was.

Bran twisted Max’s arms behind his back and bound his wrists with rough cord. Max hissed as pain flared through his shoulder. The younger guard retrieved Max’s bag from where it had fallen and slung it over one arm.

“Anything in it?” Bran asked.

The younger guard opened it.

“Clothes. Blanket. Knife.”

“Take the knife.”

“It’s chipped.”

“Did I ask?”

The younger guard removed the knife.

Max watched him do it with a cold, sinking feeling.

That knife had been his only weapon.

His only tool.

His only thing that could make people think twice.

Bran pushed him forward. “Move.”

They marched him through the market like a lesson.

People watched.

Of course they watched.

Some with pity. Some with disgust. Some with irritation because thieves made everything more troublesome. The pie merchant stood beneath her awning with her arms folded, face red and triumphant.

“That’s him,” she said as they passed. “Filthy little rat.”

Max kept his eyes on the ground.

Mud sucked at his boots.

The smell of food was everywhere.

He could still taste the bite of pie in his mouth. Meat. Salt. Gravy. Warmth.

It made everything worse.

The guardhouse stood near the north side of the square, a squat stone building with narrow windows and an iron-banded door. A wooden sign hung above the entrance, painted with the town crest: a grey tower beneath a gold crown.

Inside, it smelled of damp wool, smoke, stale beer, and old straw.

A clerk looked up from behind a desk as Bran shoved Max through the door.

“Another one?”

“Thief,” Bran said. “Stole from the market. Ran. Struck me.”

The clerk raised an eyebrow. “This one struck you?”

Bran’s jaw tightened. “Caught me with an elbow.”

“Dangerous criminal, then.”

The younger guard coughed into his fist.

Bran glared at both of them.

The clerk dipped his quill. “Name?”

“Max,” Max said.

The clerk waited.

Max stared back.

The clerk sighed. “Orphan?”

Max said nothing.

The clerk wrote anyway.

“Innate Skill?”

Max hesitated.

Bran shoved him. “Answer.”

“Absorption.”

The clerk paused.

His quill hovered above the ledger.

Then he looked up. “Absorption?”

“Yes.”

“What does that do?”

Max’s mouth twisted. “Nothing, apparently.”

The clerk snorted.

Bran removed the pouch from Max’s pocket and tossed it onto the desk. It landed without a sound because there was nothing inside.

“Any coin?”

“Empty,” the clerk said after checking.

“Fine?”

“Can’t pay.”

“Then a cell until Magistrate Lorne hears the morning cases.”

The younger guard frowned. “For a pie?”

The clerk shrugged. “Market theft. Assaulting guard. Vagrancy, likely. Also orphan discharge if he’s recently turned sixteen.” He glanced at Max. “Have you?”

Max did not answer.

The clerk wrote that down too.

Bran grabbed Max by the shoulder. Pain flashed white again.

“This way.”

They took him through a door behind the desk and down a short corridor. The cells were built beneath the rear of the guardhouse, half-sunk into the earth where the air turned colder and wetter. Iron bars divided the space into narrow cages. Straw covered the floors in thin, filthy layers.

Two men occupied one cell, both drunk or sleeping. Another held a woman with matted hair who sang softly to herself. The last cell stood empty.

Bran unlocked it.

“Inside.”

Max stepped in.

Bran cut the cord around his wrists, then shoved him between the shoulder blades. Max stumbled and caught himself before he fell.

The door clanged shut.

The sound went through him like a final word.

The younger guard stood outside the bars with Max’s bag in his hands. For a moment, he looked as though he might say something.

Then Bran took the bag from him.

“Property stays upstairs.”

“My blanket,” Max said.

Bran looked at him.

Max hated himself for asking.

“It’s cold,” he said.

Bran smiled. “Should’ve thought of that before stealing.”

He walked away.

The younger guard lingered half a breath longer.

“I’ll see if…” he began.

Bran’s voice snapped from the corridor. “Tarin.”

The younger guard flinched.

Then he left too.

Max stood alone in the cell.

Water dripped somewhere in the darkness.

The woman in the other cell hummed.

From above came the muffled sounds of the guardhouse: boots, voices, laughter, the scrape of chairs. Life continuing just beyond stone and iron.

Max lowered himself onto the straw.

His shoulder throbbed. His wrists burned where the cord had rubbed skin raw. His stomach cramped around the single bite of pie as if mocking him.

He leaned his head back against the wall.

Cold seeped through his coat.

For a long time, he did nothing.

Then he opened his menu.

Blue light unfolded across his vision.
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Nothing had changed.

Of course nothing had changed.

Max stared at the word again.

Absorption.

“What are you?” he whispered.

The menu gave no answer.

Anger rose in him slowly.

Not hot. Not wild. Something colder than that. Something built from hunger, humiliation, and the sight of a broken pie sinking into alley mud.

He had done what he was supposed to do.

He had awakened.

He had reported his Skill.

He had tried to find work.

He had spent his coin carefully.

He had stolen one pie because he was starving.

And now he was in a cage.

Max closed his eyes.

The hollow feeling beneath his ribs stirred.

It had been quiet since the orphanage, hidden beneath fear and hunger. Now, in the dark, with nothing left to distract him, he felt it clearly.

A pull.

A space.

An emptiness that was not hunger, though hunger made it sharper.

Max focused on it.

The sensation deepened.

His breath caught.

For a moment, he felt the cell around him differently. Not with his eyes. Not with his ears. With something inside his chest.

Cold stone.

Wet straw.

Rusting iron.

Old sweat.

Pain.

He felt his own pain too, bright and raw in his shoulder. He felt the ache in his stomach. The weakness in his limbs. The bruises forming beneath his skin.

And beneath all of it, that emptiness waited.

Absorption.

Max opened his eyes.

The blue menu still hovered before him.

No new words appeared.

No ability revealed itself.

But the hollow pull remained.

He reached toward it with his mind, clumsy and desperate, the way he had reached for the pie.

Nothing happened.

He tried again.

Still nothing.

A bitter laugh escaped him.

“Useful,” he muttered.

From the other cell, one of the drunk men snorted awake.

“Quiet,” he slurred. “Some of us’re sufferin’.”

Max almost laughed again.

Instead, he let the menu fade and curled onto his side in the straw.

The cold pressed against him.

His stomach hurt.

His shoulder hurt.

Everything hurt.

But beneath the hurt, something had changed.

He could feel it.

Not enough to save him.

Not enough to feed him.

Not enough to open the cell door.

But something.

Max stared through the bars into the dim corridor and listened to the water drip.

He had no money.

No knife.

No food.

No home.

Tomorrow, a magistrate would decide what to do with him.

And somewhere deep inside his chest, the emptiness waited patiently, as if the world had finally started offering it things to take.

            

    
        The Man in the Red Cloak

    
    
    
    
                Morning came without mercy.

Max knew it had arrived because the guards above started moving.

Boots crossed the ceiling. Chairs scraped across floorboards. Someone laughed too loudly, then coughed as if ale still lived in his throat from the night before. A door opened. Rain smell drifted faintly down the corridor, mixed with smoke, damp straw, and the sour stink of the cells.

No sunlight reached Max.

The prison beneath the guardhouse had no windows. Only stone walls, iron bars, and a few guttering lamps fixed into brackets along the corridor. Their light was weak and yellow, throwing long shadows across the straw.

Max had slept badly.

Calling it sleep felt generous.

He had drifted in and out of pain, cold, and hunger, waking every time his shoulder throbbed or his stomach cramped. Once, the drunk men in the opposite cell started arguing over which of them had stolen the other’s boot, despite both of them still wearing boots. The woman with matted hair sang for nearly an hour in a language Max did not understand.

Now he sat with his back against the wall, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around himself.

His mouth tasted foul.

His stomach had gone past pain into something emptier and worse. It no longer cramped as often. It simply sat inside him like a hollow pit, deep and patient.

He opened his menu for the eighth time since waking.
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Still nothing.

Max stared at the empty lines beneath Skills and Abilities.

No miracle had come in the night.

No hidden power had bloomed because he needed it. No System message had appeared to reward suffering. No convenient ability had revealed itself just because he was cold, starving, and afraid.

Apparently, the world did not work like stories.

The menu faded as footsteps approached.

The bearded guard from yesterday appeared at the end of the corridor, carrying a ring of keys. Bran. Max remembered the name because his shoulder still ached from the man’s club.

Behind him walked the younger guard, Tarin, holding a set of iron shackles.

Max’s stomach tightened.

“Up,” Bran said.

Max looked at him through the bars.

“Where?”

Bran grinned. “Magistrate. Unless you’d rather stay down here and rot.”

Max pushed himself upright.

His legs trembled, though he tried to hide it. He did not want Bran to see. He did not want anyone to see.

The cell door opened with a shriek of iron.

Tarin stepped inside and hesitated with the shackles.

Bran rolled his eyes. “He’s a thief, not a noble’s daughter. Chain him.”

Tarin’s mouth tightened, but he obeyed.

The cuffs were cold around Max’s wrists. Too heavy. Too tight. A short chain linked them together, forcing his hands close in front of him. Another chain ran from the cuffs to a loop around his waist.

It made him feel smaller.

That was probably the point.

Bran shoved him toward the corridor. “Move.”

Max moved.

The other prisoners watched as he passed. One drunk man lifted his head, blinked at Max, and said, “Don’t confess. Makes it worse.”

The other drunk laughed. “Everything makes it worse.”

The woman stopped singing.

Her eyes followed Max all the way to the stairs.

The guardhouse above was brighter, though not by much. Rain streaked the narrow windows. A fire burned low in the hearth, filling the room with more smoke than warmth. Two guards sat at a table eating bread and sausage. The smell hit Max so hard he almost stopped walking.

Bran noticed.

He tore off a piece of bread, chewed slowly, and smiled.

Max looked away.

The clerk from yesterday sat behind the desk, already writing in his ledger. He glanced up as Bran brought Max through.

“Magistrate’s ready?”

“Been ready,” the clerk said. “Bad mood too.”

“Good,” Bran said. “Might make this quick.”

They took Max outside.

Rain struck his face like cold fingers.

The street beyond the guardhouse was muddy and busy. Greystone had woken properly now. Merchants dragged covers from their stalls. Apprentices carried baskets. Townsfolk hurried beneath cloaks, complaining about weather, prices, neighbours, and anything else that could fill the morning.

Several looked at Max as he was marched past in chains.

Some looked away quickly.

Some stared.

A little girl asked her mother what he had done. The mother pulled her close and said, “Nothing you need to know.”

Max kept his eyes forward.

The magistrate’s hall stood beside the guardhouse, a square stone building with a peaked roof and the town crest carved above its doors. It was not grand like the temple. It had no gold, no stained glass, no statues promising mercy. It looked exactly like what it was: a place where decisions were made by people who did not have to suffer them.

Inside, the hall smelled of wet wool, old parchment, and polished wood.

Benches lined both sides of the room. A few people waited there already. A farmer with a bandaged hand. Two women whispering angrily to each other. A man in merchant’s clothes clutching a leather purse against his chest. Near the front, the pie seller from yesterday stood with her arms folded, face sour and satisfied.

Of course she was there.

At the far end, behind a raised desk, sat Magistrate Lorne.

He was a heavy man with thinning grey hair, drooping cheeks, and small eyes that looked permanently annoyed. A chain of office rested against his chest. Beside him sat a scribe, quill poised over parchment.

The magistrate did not look up when Max was brought forward.

“Name,” he said.

“Max,” Max answered.

The scribe wrote it down.

The magistrate waited.

Max said nothing else.

Finally, Lorne looked up. His gaze passed over Max’s wet clothes, bruised face, and chains.

“Orphan?”

“Yes.”

“Recently awakened?”

“Yes.”

“What Innate Skill?”

Max hesitated for half a second.

Bran nudged him from behind.

“Absorption,” Max said.

A faint ripple moved through the room. Not much. Just curiosity from the bored. The pie seller frowned as if the word had personally inconvenienced her.

Magistrate Lorne’s expression did not change. “Manifested ability?”

“No.”

“Skills?”

“No.”

“Registered occupation?”

“No.”

“Residence?”

Max’s throat tightened.

“None.”

The scribe wrote quickly.

Lorne looked down at the parchment in front of him. “You stand accused of theft from a licensed market seller, fleeing lawful detainment, and striking an officer of the town guard.”

Max looked at Bran.

Bran smiled.

“I was starving,” Max said.

The pie seller scoffed. “He stole from my tray in broad daylight.”

Lorne glanced at her. “You will speak when asked, Mistress Cale.”

Her mouth snapped shut.

The magistrate looked back at Max. “Did you steal the pie?”

Max swallowed.

He could lie.

It would not help.

“Yes.”

“Did you flee?”

“Yes.”

“Did you strike Guard Bran?”

Max’s jaw tightened. “He grabbed me.”

“That was not the question.”

Max looked at the floor.

“Yes.”

Bran’s smile widened.

Tarin, standing near the door, shifted uncomfortably.

Magistrate Lorne leaned back in his chair. “The law is clear. Theft from market stalls damages trade. Fleeing detainment wastes guard resources. Assaulting an officer worsens the matter.”

“It was one pie,” Max said before he could stop himself.

The hall went quiet.

Lorne’s eyes narrowed.

Max should have shut up.

He knew that.

But hunger, fear, and exhaustion had worn away whatever sense kept people alive in rooms like this.

“One pie,” Max repeated, voice rough. “I asked for work. Everywhere. No one would take me. I hadn’t eaten in days.”

Mistress Cale folded her arms tighter. “Then beg at the temple.”

“I did not see you feeding beggars yesterday,” Max snapped.

Bran stepped forward, but the magistrate raised one hand.

The room stilled.

Lorne looked at Max for a long moment. There was no anger in his face now. That made it worse. Anger might have meant Max’s words mattered enough to provoke something.

This was only impatience.

“Poverty,” the magistrate said, “is not permission.”

Max said nothing.

“Nor is hunger.”

Max’s hands curled inside the shackles.

“The town cannot allow every vagrant, orphan, and failed awakening to steal because life has proven difficult.”

Failed awakening.

The words struck deeper than Max expected.

He felt them slide beneath his skin and settle somewhere ugly.

Lorne shuffled the parchment. “You possess no trade, no residence, no sponsor, and no immediate value to a guild or civic body. Fines are impossible. Imprisonment would cost the town coin it is unlikely to recover.”

Max knew before the sentence came.

He knew from the way Bran smiled.

He knew from the way Tarin looked down.

He knew from the way the pie seller relaxed, satisfied that the world was being put back into its proper shape.

Magistrate Lorne lifted his chin.

“Max, orphan of Greystone, you are sentenced to indentured penal labour in the Greydeep mines for a term of one year, or until such time as your debt to the town, the injured party, and the guardhouse is considered repaid.”

Max stopped breathing.

One year.

The words barely made sense.

One year in the mines.

Everyone knew about Greydeep. Children whispered stories about it in the orphanage dormitories. Men went there when they owed debts, broke laws, or had nowhere else the town could throw them. The mines ran beneath the northern hills, where iron, coal, and darker things came out of the earth.

People came back from Greydeep sometimes.

Changed.

Thinner. Older. Coughing black into cloth. Eyes hollowed by darkness. Hands split and scarred. Some walked with limps. Some did not talk much. Some spent their first nights back in town sleeping outside because walls made them scream.

A year.

For one pie.

Max opened his mouth.

No sound came out.

The magistrate was already looking to the next parchment.

“Remove him.”

Bran grabbed Max’s arm.

The touch snapped something back into place.

“No,” Max said.

Bran pulled.

Max dug his heels into the floor. “No. You can’t—”

The guard twisted his arm.

Pain ripped through Max’s shoulder.

He gasped and stumbled.

“Magistrate,” Tarin said softly.

Lorne looked annoyed. “What?”

The younger guard swallowed. “He’s barely awakened. The mines—”

“Are lawful,” Lorne said.

“Yes, but—”

“Do you wish to pay his debt?”

Tarin went silent.

The magistrate’s eyes hardened. “No? Then do not waste my morning with sentiment.”

Bran dragged Max backward.

Max twisted once, not even sure what he meant to do. Run? Beg? Throw himself at the magistrate? None of it mattered. The chains caught. Bran slammed a fist into his stomach.

Air vanished.

Max doubled over.

The room blurred.

“Enough,” Lorne said. “Take him away.”

Bran hauled him upright and shoved him toward the door.

Max barely felt his feet moving.

Rain met him outside.

The town looked the same as it had before.

That seemed impossible.

Surely the world should have shifted. Surely buildings should have cracked, bells should have screamed, the sky should have torn open. Something should have happened to mark the moment his life had been reduced to a sentence in a ledger.

But carts still rolled.

People still hurried through rain.

Bread still steamed in windows.

The God King’s temple still shone white on its hill.

Max was marched back into the guardhouse and down into the cells.

This time, Bran shoved him so hard he hit the far wall before falling to the straw.

The cell door slammed.

“Transport wagon leaves at dusk,” Bran said. “Enjoy your last few hours above ground.”

His laughter followed him up the corridor.

Max lay on the straw, trying to breathe.

His stomach hurt where Bran had struck him. His shoulder throbbed. His wrists were still cuffed in front of him, the chain clinking every time he moved.

For a while, he did not get up.

The word mines repeated in his head.

Mines.

Mines.

Mines.

He had heard older boys talk about running away if they were ever sentenced there. But how? They chained prisoners in wagons. The mine road was guarded. Greydeep itself was owned by the town and operated under charter from the Crown. Penal workers wore iron collars marked with their sentence terms.

One year.

If he survived.

Max rolled onto his back and stared at the dark ceiling.

His hunger was still there, but fear had shoved it aside for now.

The hollow pull beneath his ribs stirred.

He hated it.

He hated the useless emptiness of it. He hated the word Absorption. He hated that the System had given him something that sat inside him doing nothing while the world stepped on his throat.

“What are you waiting for?” he whispered.

No answer.

Of course.

The drunk men had been removed from the opposite cell sometime during the morning. The woman still sat in hers, knees drawn to her chest, humming under her breath. She watched Max through tangled hair.

“Mines?” she asked.

Max turned his head.

Her voice was clearer than it had been the night before.

“Yes.”

She nodded slowly. “Bad.”

Max almost laughed. “I know.”

“No,” she said. “You don’t.”

That silenced him.

She looked toward the stairs, then back at him.

“Deep things there,” she whispered. “Old things. Hungry things. Men dig. Men find. Men feed.”

Max stared at her.

“What does that mean?”

She smiled, showing broken teeth.

“Means don’t listen when the walls speak.”

Before Max could answer, footsteps sounded above.

Not the ordinary footsteps of guards.

These were heavier.

Measured.

Metal on stone.

Clink.

Step.

Clink.

Step.

The woman stopped smiling.

The air in the cells changed.

Max felt it before he understood it. A pressure moved down from above, slow and steady, like storm clouds lowering over the prison. The lamps along the corridor flickered. Shadows bent toward the stairs.

Voices followed.

The clerk’s, nervous now. Bran’s, quieter than usual. Another voice answered them — deep, controlled, and cold enough to cut through stone.

The door at the top of the stairs opened.

Light spilled down.

A man descended into the prison.

He wore full black armour.

Not guard armour. Not town steel hammered in bulk and polished when someone important visited. This was masterwork plate, dark as midnight, each piece fitted perfectly over the next. The edges were ridged and sharp, marked with faint crimson lines that glowed like banked embers beneath the metal. His gauntlets were black. His boots were black. Even the chainmail at the joints was blackened.

Over one shoulder fell a red cloak.

It was deep red, the colour of old blood, heavy despite the damp air. It fastened at his throat with a clasp shaped like a snarling wolf’s head. No helmet covered his face. He was perhaps forty, perhaps older, with close-cropped dark hair streaked faintly with silver, a short beard, and eyes like cold iron.

Behind him walked Bran, Tarin, the clerk, and two more guards.

The difference between them was almost embarrassing.

They looked like men.

He looked like a sentence.

The black-armoured man stopped before the first occupied cell.

Inside was a thin man Max had not noticed before, curled beneath a filthy blanket.

The man in armour looked at the clerk. “Crime?”

The clerk hurriedly checked his ledger. “Debt evasion. Three unpaid guild levies. Vagrancy. Public drunkenness.”

The armoured man looked into the cell. “Innate Skill?”

“Minor Flame,” the clerk said. “Level two. No registered combat Skills.”

The prisoner lifted his head, eyes wide. “I can work, lord. I can work hard. Please, I—”

The armoured man studied him for a few seconds, then turned away.

“No.”

The prisoner sagged.

They moved on.

At the next cell, the woman with matted hair began laughing before they reached her.

“Crime?” the man asked.

The clerk swallowed. “Assault. She stabbed her husband.”

“He sold my teeth,” the woman said brightly.

The clerk did not look at her. “Innate Skill: Thread Sense. Level three. Former seamstress.”

The black-armoured man looked at her.

The woman stopped laughing.

For one long moment, neither moved.

Then he said, “No.”

She began humming again as they left.

The procession moved slowly down the corridor.

At each cell, the question came.

Crime?

Skill?

Level?

Sometimes the man asked more.

Sometimes he did not.

A broad-shouldered prisoner with Stone Grip, sentenced for breaking a merchant’s jaw, was ordered to stand. The armoured man looked him over and said, “Take him.”

The prisoner paled. “Wait, where?”

No one answered.

Tarin unlocked the cell. Two guards entered, pulled the man out, and fastened a chain to the ring at his waist. They did not remove his shackles.

Another prisoner, a woman with Rat Speech who had been caught smuggling messages through the sewer grates, was selected too. She spat at the man’s feet. He did not blink.

“Take her.”

The guards did.

A young man with Quick Hands, arrested for cutting purses, begged not to be chosen. The black-armoured man chose him anyway.

Each selected prisoner was lined up along the far wall, still chained.

Not freed.

Chosen, but not freed.

That distinction chilled Max more than he expected.

Bran looked deeply uncomfortable now. Whatever this was, even he did not enjoy it.

Good.

Max sat straighter as the procession approached his cell.

His heart began to beat faster.

He did not know whether he wanted to be ignored or chosen. The mines waited at dusk. Anything had to be better than Greydeep.

Unless it wasn’t.

The black-armoured man stopped before Max’s bars.

For a moment, he said nothing.

He simply looked.

Max forced himself to meet the man’s eyes.

Cold iron stared back.

The clerk glanced at his ledger, but before he could speak, the man in armour raised one gauntleted hand.

“Do not.”

The clerk froze.

The corridor fell silent.

The man’s gaze did not leave Max.

“You,” he said.

Max’s throat was dry.

“What about me?”

Bran stepped forward. “Watch your tongue.”

The armoured man did not look at him. “Quiet.”

Bran shut his mouth.

That alone made Max pay closer attention.

The man took one step nearer to the bars.

“Max,” he said.

Max went still.

He had not told him his name.

The clerk had not read it.

No one had spoken it since the man entered the prison.

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs stirred.

The armoured man’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if he felt it move.

“Sixteen,” he continued. “Awakened less than a week ago. Orphan of Greystone. Sentenced this morning to one year in the Greydeep mines for market theft, flight from the guard, and striking an officer.”

Max’s fingers curled around the chain between his cuffs.

“How do you know that?”

The man ignored the question.

“Your Innate Skill is Absorption.”

The word struck the cell like a thrown stone.

The clerk looked up sharply.

Tarin stared.

Bran’s face tightened.

Max forgot to breathe.

The man in black armour watched him through the bars, and for the first time since awakening, Max saw interest that did not immediately turn into disappointment.

Not confusion.

Not mockery.

Interest.

Dangerous interest.

“You have no Skills,” the man said. “No abilities. No manifestation recorded by temple or civic office.”

Max’s voice came out rough. “Are you a Seer?”

“No.”

“Then how—”

“Stand.”

Max did not move.

The man’s expression did not change.

But the air grew heavier.

The selected prisoners along the wall went very still. The woman with Rat Speech stopped muttering. The broad man with Stone Grip lowered his gaze.

Max felt the pressure of that command settle over him.

This was not magic forcing obedience. It was simply the weight of someone accustomed to being obeyed.

Max hated that.

But he stood.

Slowly.

His legs were unsteady. His stomach clenched. The chains at his wrists clinked as he straightened.

The armoured man studied him from head to toe.

“What does it do?” he asked.

Max almost laughed.

The question had followed him everywhere. At the temple. At the orphanage. At every place he had begged for work. In the magistrate’s hall. It was always asked the same way, with impatience waiting behind it.

But this time was different.

The man did not sound dismissive.

He sounded as if the answer mattered.

“I don’t know,” Max said.

The man’s eyes sharpened. “You have felt something.”

Max’s mouth went dry.

No one else had asked that.

No one else had guessed.

He thought of Veller’s door handle creaking beneath his hand.

He thought of the cold cell last night.

The stone.

The straw.

The iron.

The pain.

The hollow pull beneath his ribs.

Max said nothing.

The man smiled faintly.

It was not kind.

“There it is.”

Max stepped back before he could stop himself.

The armour gave a soft sound as the man shifted closer. “Do you know what the mines are, boy?”

Max swallowed. “Greydeep.”

“That is the name. Not the answer.”

Max did not reply.

The man looked down the corridor toward the other prisoners, then back at him.

“The mines are where towns send people they do not want to feed. Men with debts. Women with no protectors. Failed awakenings. Petty thieves. The troublesome. The unlucky.” His gaze held Max in place. “Some live long enough to return. Most do not return as the same people. Many do not return at all.”

Bran shifted. “Lord Commander—”

The man turned his head slightly.

Bran paled.

Lord Commander.

Max filed the title away.

The man looked back at him. “You will not survive a year in Greydeep.”

Max’s jaw tightened. “You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

The certainty in his voice made anger flare through Max’s fear.

“Then why do you care?”

The faint smile returned.

“I did not say I cared.”

That was honest, at least.

The man stepped away from the bars and looked to the clerk. “Open it.”

The clerk hesitated. “My lord, this one was sentenced to the mines. Transfer documents have already—”

“I said open it.”

The clerk fumbled for the keys.

Bran looked as if he wanted to object and had discovered a sudden fondness for silence.

Tarin took the keys and unlocked Max’s cell.

The door opened.

Max did not step out.

Not at first.

The corridor beyond the cell seemed more dangerous than the cell itself now. The selected prisoners stood along the wall, chained and frightened. The man in black armour waited with the patience of a drawn blade.

“Am I going to the mines?” Max asked.

“No.”

Relief hit so suddenly his knees almost weakened.

Then suspicion followed.

“Where am I going?”

“With me.”

“Where?”

The Lord Commander’s eyes flicked over him.

“That depends on whether you survive the road.”

Max felt the relief curdle.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only one you get.”

Tarin stepped into the cell, holding another chain.

Max looked at it.

“I’m still chained?”

The Lord Commander raised an eyebrow. “You are a convicted criminal.”

“I stole a pie.”

“And struck a guard.”

“He hit me first.”

Bran scowled. “You little—”

The Lord Commander’s gauntleted hand moved.

Not much.

Barely at all.

Bran stopped speaking.

The silence after was almost satisfying.

The Lord Commander looked at Tarin. “Chain him with the others.”

Tarin’s expression was apologetic as he fastened the chain from Max’s waist to the line held by the selected prisoners.

“Sorry,” he murmured.

Max did not answer.

Sorry did not unlock cuffs.

Sorry did not fill bellies.

Sorry did not keep people from the mines.

The guards led him out of the cell and placed him at the end of the line beside the young purse-cutter with Quick Hands. The boy looked only a year or two older than Max, with nervous eyes and a split lip.

“What did you do?” the boy whispered.

“Stole food.”

The boy blinked. “And he picked you?”

“What did you do?”

“Stole coin.”

“Seems fair.”

The boy gave a weak laugh that died quickly when the Lord Commander turned.

The man in black armour walked down the line of chosen prisoners. Stone Grip. Rat Speech. Quick Hands. Two others Max had missed: a scarred woman with Bone Sense and a silent man whose crime was listed as illegal monster parts possession. Then Max.

Six total.

All chained.

All afraid.

The Lord Commander stopped before them.

“You have all been sentenced,” he said. “Mines. Labour yards. Public whipping. Debt chains. One hanging.”

The purse-cutter went white.

Max looked at him.

Hanging?

The Lord Commander continued. “Those sentences are suspended, not pardoned. You are not free. You are not forgiven. You have been transferred into my custody under royal war authority.”

The woman with Rat Speech spat to the side. “War? There’s no war.”

The Lord Commander looked at her.

“There is always war.”

No one spoke after that.

He turned to the clerk. “Their records.”

The clerk gathered parchments with shaking hands and passed them over.

The Lord Commander tucked them beneath one arm, then gestured toward the stairs.

“Bring them.”

The guards moved the line forward.

Max stumbled as the chain pulled. His legs still felt weak, but he forced himself to stay upright. He would not be dragged. Not by Bran. Not by the magistrate. Not by this black-armoured Lord Commander who knew too much.

They climbed the stairs.

As Max passed the desk, he saw his bag sitting behind it.

“My things,” he said.

Bran snorted. “Prison property.”

The Lord Commander stopped.

He looked at the bag, then at Bran.

“Give it to him.”

Bran blinked. “My lord?”

“His things.”

“He had a knife.”

“Keep the knife.”

Bran grabbed the bag and shoved it into Max’s chest hard enough to make him wince.

Max clutched it awkwardly with chained hands.

It weighed almost nothing.

Still, having it back steadied something in him.

The front door of the guardhouse opened.

Rain-scented air rushed in.

Outside, a black carriage waited in the muddy street.

No, not a carriage.

A prison wagon.

Its sides were reinforced with iron bands. Small barred openings lined the upper walls. Two huge horses stood harnessed at the front, both black, both armoured around the head and chest. On either side of the wagon rode soldiers in dark mail with red cloaks matching their commander’s.

Not town guards.

Soldiers.

Real ones.

The market had gone quiet around them.

People watched from beneath awnings and doorways.

Max saw Mistress Cale, the pie seller, standing by her stall. Her face twisted when she saw him. Not with pity. Not with regret. Irritation, maybe, that he was going somewhere other than the mines.

For one mad second, Max wanted to smile at her.

He didn’t.

The selected prisoners were loaded into the wagon one by one.

Stone Grip first. Then Rat Speech, who cursed every guard by name even though she knew none of them. Then Bone Sense. Then the silent monster-parts man. Then Quick Hands.

Max was last.

As he reached the wagon steps, the Lord Commander spoke behind him.

“Max.”

He turned.

The man in black armour stood in the rain, red cloak hanging heavy from his shoulders. Water ran down the dark plates of his armour like oil.

“You asked where you are going.”

Max said nothing.

The Lord Commander’s gaze held his.

“There is a place for people the System marks strangely,” he said. “A place where useless Skills either become useful or get their owners killed.”

Max’s fingers tightened around his bag.

“What place?”

The Lord Commander’s expression revealed nothing.

“My place.”

Then he gestured to the wagon.

Max climbed in.

The door shut behind him with a heavy iron sound.

Inside, the wagon smelled of wet wood, fear, and old chains. The prisoners sat along two benches facing each other, shackled to rings in the floor. Max took the last place near the rear.

Through the barred slit in the door, he saw the guardhouse. The market. The grey rooftops of Greystone. The white temple of the God King shining high above them all.

Somewhere beyond those streets stood the orphanage.

Alfie would be eating breakfast now, maybe. Or doing chores. Or getting into trouble. He would not know Max had been sentenced. He would not know Max had almost been sent to Greydeep. He would not know a man in black armour had taken him instead.

Maybe that was better.

The wagon lurched.

The horses began to move.

Greystone rolled past in broken glimpses through the bars.

Max leaned back against the wooden wall, chains cold against his wrists, hunger still gnawing at him, fear sitting heavy in his gut.

The purse-cutter beside him whispered, “What do you think he wants with us?”

Max looked toward the front of the wagon.

Through the narrow slit, he could just see the Lord Commander riding beside them, black armour gleaming beneath the rain, red cloak snapping in the wind.

“I don’t know,” Max said.

And deep beneath his ribs, the hollow thing stirred again.

Not with fear.

With interest.

            

    
        The Road to Blackhold

    
    
    
    
                The wagon left Greystone behind in rain and silence.

For a while, Max watched the town through the narrow barred slit in the rear door. He saw the muddy market square disappear first, then the guardhouse, then the crooked rooftops pressed together beneath the grey morning sky. The white temple of the God King remained visible longest, shining from its hill like a clean tooth in a rotten mouth.

Then the road curved.

Greystone vanished.

Max stared at the place it had been until there was nothing left but wet fields, low stone walls, and the dark smudge of distant woodland.

He should have felt something.

Relief, maybe. He had escaped the mines. Or had been taken from them, at least.

Fear, definitely. He was chained in a prison wagon with criminals, being carried away by a man in black armour who knew his name, his Skill, and more than he had any right to know.

Anger, too. At Veller. At Bran. At the magistrate. At the pie seller. At the System.

Instead, mostly, he felt hungry.

That made him laugh once under his breath.

The sound earned him a look from the boy beside him.

The purse-cutter was thin, sharp-faced, and restless, with dark blond hair falling into his eyes. He sat hunched on the bench, wrists cuffed in front of him, one ankle chained to an iron ring in the floor. He had the look of someone who wanted to run in six different directions at once and was being personally insulted by his inability to do so.

“What?” the boy asked.

“Nothing.”

“You laughed.”

“I noticed.”

“That means something was funny.”

Max leaned his head back against the wall. “Not always.”

Across from them, the broad man with Stone Grip snorted.

He was large without being fat, thick through the shoulders and chest, with hands so wide they made the iron cuffs look too small. A bruise darkened one side of his jaw, and his nose had been broken badly enough at some point to sit crooked on his face.

“He’s right,” the man said. “Sometimes you laugh because if you don’t, you’ll start biting people.”

The woman beside him bared her teeth. “Biting works.”

She was the one with Rat Speech. Small, wiry, and sharp-eyed, with tangled brown hair cut unevenly around her chin. A scar ran from her left ear to the corner of her mouth, making her smile look like a threat even when it wasn’t. Which, Max suspected, was most of the time.

The purse-cutter edged slightly away from her.

She noticed and smiled wider.

The last two prisoners sat near the front of the wagon.

One was a scarred woman with Bone Sense. She had close-cropped grey hair, hard eyes, and a face weathered by sun, wind, and bad decisions. Her left arm had been set badly at some point, leaving it slightly crooked. She sat very still, conserving energy.

The other was a silent man accused of illegal monster parts possession. He was narrow and long-limbed, with a patchy beard and nervous fingers. His eyes kept flicking toward the barred slits as though he expected something outside to recognise him.

No one had asked his name yet.

No one had asked anyone’s name.

Names felt different in chains.

The wagon jolted over a rut, and Max’s shoulder slammed into the wall. Pain flashed through the bruise Bran had left. He clenched his teeth until it faded.

The purse-cutter noticed. “Guard hit you?”

“Club.”

“Where?”

“Shoulder.”

“Lucky.”

Max looked at him.

The boy shrugged. “Could’ve been your head.”

“That supposed to make me feel better?”

“No. Just true.”

The broad man laughed.

The woman with Rat Speech leaned forward, chains clinking. “What did you steal?”

Max hesitated.

“A pie.”

For a second, no one spoke.

Then the broad man barked a laugh so loud it filled the wagon.

“A pie?”

Max looked down. “I was hungry.”

“Not judging,” the man said, still grinning. “I broke a merchant’s jaw for calling my wife mule-blooded. A pie’s a better reason.”

The purse-cutter lifted one cuffed hand. “I cut purses.”

“No one asked,” Rat Speech said.

“You were all thinking it.”

“I was thinking you look like you’d cry if a cat hissed at you.”

“I would not.”

Rat Speech leaned toward him and hissed.

The boy flinched.

The broad man laughed again.

Despite everything, Max felt the corner of his mouth twitch.

The woman with the crooked arm spoke for the first time. “Names.”

Everyone looked at her.

She had a rough voice, dry as gravel.

“If we’re stuck breathing each other’s stink for days, we might as well know names.”

The broad man nodded. “Garron.”

“Crime already admitted,” Rat Speech said. “Soft heart. Hard fist. Bad combination.”

Garron gave her a cheerful glare. “And you?”

“Lysa.”

“Crime?”

She smiled. “Smuggling messages through sewer rats.”

The purse-cutter made a face. “That’s disgusting.”

“That’s reliable,” Lysa said. “Rats don’t ask questions. People do.”

Garron nodded toward the purse-cutter. “You?”

“Perrin.”

Lysa looked him up and down. “Of course you are.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you look like a Perrin.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

“Exactly.”

The scarred woman with the crooked arm said, “Hale.”

Everyone waited.

She added nothing.

Garron cleared his throat. “And?”

“And what?”

“Crime?”

“Assault with a mining pick.”

Perrin swallowed. “On who?”

“My husband.”

The wagon went quiet.

Hale looked out through the bars. “He lived.”

“That’s good,” Perrin said weakly.

Hale’s gaze shifted to him.

“For him,” she said.

No one asked more.

The nervous man near the front rubbed his cuffed wrists together. “Tovel,” he muttered.

Lysa leaned forward. “Speak up, bones. Some of us only hear rats.”

“Tovel,” he said louder.

“Monster parts?” Garron asked.

Tovel’s face twitched. “I was transporting them. Not selling.”

“Difference?”

“Licensing.”

Lysa laughed. “So none, unless you get caught.”

Tovel went quiet again.

Then the others looked at Max.

He shifted against the wall. “Max.”

“Just Max?” Perrin asked.

Max looked at him.

Perrin winced. “Right. Sorry.”

Orphan.

The word did not need to be spoken. It sat there anyway.

Garron’s expression softened slightly, which Max hated.

Lysa, thankfully, only nodded and looked away, as if she understood that some things were not worth digging at when everyone was already chained.

Max leaned his head back against the wagon wall and listened to the wheels grind over the road.

For a moment, no one asked anything else.

He was grateful for that.

The wagon rolled on.

By midday, the rain had thinned into mist. The countryside beyond the bars became a blur of wet fields, hedgerows, and dark trees. The road was old imperial stone in some stretches, cracked and sunken beneath mud in others. Every time the wheels struck a broken patch, the chains fixed to the floor rattled like laughter.

The Lord Commander rode alongside the wagon for most of the day.

Max saw him sometimes through the slits. Black armour. Red cloak. Straight-backed in the saddle as though the weather had no right to inconvenience him. Around him rode eight soldiers in dark mail, each wearing a shorter red cloak. They did not joke with the town guards who had watched them leave. They did not slacken formation. They did not look like men escorting prisoners to ordinary labour.

They looked like soldiers riding to war.

That made Max uneasy.

Near sunset, the wagon stopped.

The prisoners stirred.

Perrin lifted his head. “Are we there?”

Lysa snorted. “We’ve been on the road half a day. Unless his castle’s hiding behind a bush, no.”

The rear door opened.

A soldier stood outside, rain dripping from the rim of his helmet. Not Bran. Not Tarin. One of the Lord Commander’s men.

“Out,” he said.

No one moved.

The soldier’s hand went to the short sword at his hip.

Garron stood first, awkwardly because of the ankle chain. The rest followed.

They were led from the wagon one by one into a roadside yard surrounded by wooden fencing. A low inn stood nearby, though no sign swung above its door. Smoke rose from the chimney. The windows were shuttered. Two more black-cloaked soldiers stood by the entrance.

Max expected to be marched to a stable and left there.

Instead, they were lined beneath a lean-to while another soldier brought buckets of water, hard bread, and bowls of thick stew.

Actual stew.

Max stared.

A bowl was shoved into his chained hands. It was wooden, rough, and steaming.

He could smell barley. Onion. Carrot. Something like mutton.

His stomach clenched so violently he almost dropped it.

“Eat slowly,” said a woman’s voice.

Max looked up.

A soldier stood before him, helmet tucked beneath one arm. She was tall, with dark skin, close-cropped hair, and a scar running across her chin. Her armour was the same blackened mail as the others, her cloak red and rain-dark.

“You eat too fast after starving, you’ll vomit,” she said.

Max gripped the bowl. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not.” She handed him a wooden spoon. “Eat slowly anyway.”

Then she moved down the line.

Max looked at the stew.

Slowly lasted three spoonfuls.

After that, hunger took him.

The first mouthful almost hurt. Warmth spread across his tongue, down his throat, into the empty pit of his stomach. His body seemed unable to understand that food had arrived. It wanted more before the world changed its mind.

He forced himself to pause after every few bites.

Not because he wanted to.

Because the soldier had been right.

Perrin did not listen. He devoured half the bowl, went pale, and bent over retching into the mud while Lysa laughed at him.

“Warned,” the female soldier said as she passed.

Perrin groaned.

Garron ate with steady pleasure, eyes half-closed. “Best thing I’ve had in a week.”

“You were arrested yesterday,” Lysa said.

“My wife’s cooking is complicated.”

Hale ate without speaking. Tovel sniffed the stew suspiciously before hunger won. Lysa fed a small piece of bread to something Max could not see near her boot.

A rat appeared, took it in tiny paws, and vanished beneath the fence.

Max stared.

Lysa noticed. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“You called it?”

“I asked if anything was watching us.”

“And?”

“It said yes.”

Max glanced around the yard. “What else did it say?”

“That you smell like fear and pie.”

Perrin, still bent over, gave a miserable laugh.

For the first time in days, Max ate until the sharpest edge of hunger dulled.

Not gone.

Not truly.

But quiet enough that thoughts became possible again.

After food came clothing.

That surprised him even more.

A cart had been waiting beneath another lean-to, loaded with plain grey tunics, wool trousers, socks, boots, and heavy cloaks. The prisoners were taken one at a time behind a canvas screen by two soldiers. Their old clothes were inspected, searched, and in some cases thrown onto a pile to be burned.

When Max’s turn came, the female soldier with the scar cut the cord that held his old coat closed and frowned.

“How long have you worn this?”

Max looked down at the coat. “Years.”

“That was not an answer.”

“I don’t know.”

She inspected the sleeve, then the worn collar, then the places where the fabric had thinned almost to threads. “This wouldn’t keep a corpse warm.”

“It kept me warm enough.”

“Clearly not.”

Max bristled, but she turned away before he could answer.

“Grey tunic. Small trousers. Boots, size…” She glanced at his feet. “Probably too big, but better than those.”

“My boots are fine.”

The soldier looked at them.

One sole had started to peel away. The left boot leaked so badly that Max’s sock had been wet for two days.

She looked back at him.

Max said nothing.

His cuffs were removed only long enough for him to change, with two soldiers watching the whole time. The new tunic scratched his skin. The trousers were rough but dry. The boots were stiff and slightly too large, but they had intact soles. The cloak was plain grey wool, heavy enough to matter.

When his wrists were chained again, Max felt less like himself.

Maybe that was the point.

His old clothes went onto the burn pile.

Except his bag.

The soldier handed it back after checking it.

“No knife,” she said.

“I know.”

“No hidden wire. No lock pick. No poison needle. No second knife.”

Max stared at her.

She shrugged. “You’d be surprised.”

“What’s your name?” he asked before he could stop himself.

Her eyes narrowed slightly.

For a moment, he thought she would ignore him.

“Serra,” she said. “Sergeant Serra, if you enjoy breathing.”

Then she shoved him back toward the others.

By the time night fell, more prisoners had been brought from somewhere inside the inn.

Three of them.

A gaunt woman with silver hair and a missing ear. A boy younger than Perrin, maybe seventeen, with bruises around both eyes. And an elderly man who walked with a limp but had shoulders still broad enough to suggest age had not always been his defining feature.

They were chained to the line and loaded into the wagon at dawn.

No one explained where they had come from.

No one asked if they wanted to go.

The road continued.

They stopped at another town two days later.

It was smaller than Greystone, built around a stone bridge and a river swollen with rain. The prison wagon rolled through narrow streets while people watched from doorways. Children pointed until their parents pulled them back. Dogs barked. A priest of the God King stood beneath the temple arch and made a sign of blessing as the wagon passed.

This time, the Lord Commander went into the local jail himself.

He emerged with four more prisoners.

A woman with Iron Nails, convicted of maiming a tax collector.

A man with Night Eyes, arrested for grave robbing.

A pair of twins who claimed loudly and repeatedly that they had only burned down the mill by accident.

Their Skills were Smoke Breath and Spark Tongue.

No one believed the accident part.

The wagon grew crowded.

Chains crossed chains. Knees knocked together. The air filled with damp wool, unwashed bodies, and fear. Still, they were fed twice a day. Hard bread in the morning. Stew or beans at night. Water often enough that no one could claim they were being starved. Every few days, they were allowed out under heavy guard to stretch, relieve themselves, and wash in cold streams or yard pumps.

It was prison.

But it was organised.

That made it stranger.

The Lord Commander did not treat them kindly. He did not soften his voice or explain himself. When prisoners shouted, he ignored them. When one of the mill twins tried to run during a stop, he made it four steps before Serra put him face-first into the mud and held him there until he stopped fighting.

But no one was beaten for amusement.

No one’s food was taken.

No one was left in the rain without a cloak.

Max had no idea what to do with that.

On the fourth night, they camped beside a ruined watchtower.

The sky had cleared enough to show a few stars through the clouds. A fire burned in a pit at the centre of the camp, surrounded by soldiers. The prisoners sat in a chained line under a canvas awning, eating bean stew from wooden bowls.

Perrin sat beside Max, picking beans out one at a time.

“I’ve decided,” Perrin said.

Max swallowed. “On what?”

“This is either very good or very bad.”

“That’s your decision?”

“Yes.”

“Useful.”

“I mean it.” Perrin lowered his voice. “Think about it. Mines, whipping, hanging, debt chains — he saved us from all of it.”

Lysa, sitting on Max’s other side, snorted. “Saved is generous.”

“Delayed, then.”

“Better.”

Perrin continued anyway. “They feed us. They clothed us. They haven’t beaten anyone except Tann, and he tried to run.”

Tann, one of the mill twins, glared from farther down the line. One side of his face was still bruised from meeting the mud.

“I tripped,” Tann muttered.

His twin, Varr, said, “You screamed, ‘Freedom,’ before tripping.”

“I was confused.”

Lysa threw a bean at him.

Garron leaned forward, chains clinking. “My guess? Border legion.”

Hale shook her head. “No.”

Garron looked at her. “Why not?”

“Border legions take volunteers, conscripts, and sentenced soldiers. They don’t collect Skill criminals from town jails under war authority.”

“You know a lot.”

“I listen.”

“To bones?” Lysa asked.

Hale gave her a flat look. “To people.”

Max stirred his stew. “What else could it be?”

No one answered immediately.

The fire crackled beyond the awning. Soldiers spoke quietly in their own circle. The Lord Commander stood apart from them, looking toward the north where hills rose black against the sky.

Tovel spoke from the far side of Garron.

“Blackhold.”

The word made several prisoners turn.

Lysa frowned. “What?”

Tovel swallowed. “That’s where we’re going. I heard one of the soldiers say it.”

Hale’s expression changed.

Only slightly.

Max noticed.

“What’s Blackhold?” he asked.

Tovel looked at him as if he had asked what rain was.

“A castle,” Perrin said quickly. “Old one. North-west, I think.”

“Not just a castle,” Hale said.

Everyone quieted.

She stared into her bowl.

“Blackhold was built after the Fifth Breach War,” she said. “Back when monster tides still came down from the dead valleys. It guarded the old roads through the Ashridge. Held soldiers, criminals, mercenaries, anyone with a Skill useful enough to bleed for.”

Garron frowned. “I thought it was abandoned.”

“Parts of it,” Tovel said. “But not all.”

Lysa studied Hale. “How do you know?”

Hale took another bite of stew.

“My father served there.”

That ended the questions.

For a few minutes, no one spoke.

Blackhold.

Max turned the name over in his mind.

It sounded exactly like the kind of place a man in black armour and a red cloak would own.

Later that night, when the prisoners were loaded back into the wagon to sleep, Max opened his menu in the dark.
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Still nothing.

He had started checking less often.

Not because he had stopped hoping.

Because each time hurt.

The hollow feeling beneath his ribs had not disappeared, though. It came and went, strongest when he was hungry, cold, afraid, or in pain. Sometimes, when the wagon rolled over rough road and everyone’s misery pressed close around him, Max felt it stir like a sleeping animal.

He tried to reach for it every night.

Nothing happened.

But he kept trying.

On the sixth day, they reached another town.

Then another.

The wagon filled further.

By then there were eighteen prisoners.

Too many for comfort. Too many for silence.

There was Old Renn, the limping man from the first inn, whose Innate Skill was Weight Step and whose crime was collapsing a debt collector’s porch with the collector still standing on it.

There was Sella, the silver-haired woman with a missing ear, who had Poison Taste and spoke to almost no one.

There was Brint, the grave robber with Night Eyes, who kept insisting the corpse had not needed its rings.

There was Jessa with Iron Nails, who polished her fingertips against her trousers as if remembering the tax collector’s face.

And there were the twins, Tann and Varr, whose arguments filled every quiet moment until Serra threatened to gag them both with their own socks.

Max learned people in pieces.

Garron had a wife named Mila and two daughters. He spoke of them whenever fear made him too quiet, as if saying their names kept him attached to the world.

Lysa had grown up beneath the streets of a city called Westmere and claimed rats were better friends than people because rats did not pretend not to bite.

Perrin had been apprenticed to a tailor before deciding purses were more interesting than hems. He said this proudly. Hale told him that was the stupidest thing she had ever heard. Perrin accepted the criticism with wounded dignity.

Hale had worked mines before.

Not Greydeep, but others. Legal ones, she said. Which meant only that the men dying there had signed something first.

She showed Max how to wrap his wrists with strips torn from an old cloth so the cuffs rubbed less.

“Why?” he asked when she handed them over.

She looked at him like he was slow. “Because bleeding into iron cuffs gets infected.”

“I mean why help?”

Hale shrugged. “You’re sixteen.”

“So?”

“So don’t waste my advice.”

Max used the cloth.

It helped.

On the eighth day, the land began to change.

The soft fields and hedgerows gave way to rougher country. Hills rose in the distance, their backs dark with pine forests. The roads became steeper, older, less travelled. Villages grew smaller. Shrines to the God King became more weathered, their gold paint faded by wind and neglect.

The sky darkened.

Clouds gathered thick above the hills and stayed there, pressing low against the world. The air smelled of wet stone, pine resin, and distant smoke.

The soldiers grew quieter.

Even the prisoners noticed.

“Cheerful place,” Perrin muttered, peering through the bars.

Lysa leaned past him. “I like it.”

“You would.”

“There are good rats in old places.”

“Good rats?”

“Large ones.”

Perrin moved away from the wall.

Garron laughed softly.

Near evening, the wagon crested a hill and slowed.

At first, Max could see only trees.

Then the road bent.

Blackhold appeared.

The castle rose from the mountainside like something dug out of the earth and taught to stand. Black stone walls climbed in uneven tiers along the ridge, thick and brutal, their surfaces slick with rain. Towers jutted upward like broken teeth. Red banners hung from the battlements, snapping in the cold wind, each marked with a black wolf’s head inside a circle of iron.

Behind the castle, the mountains loomed.

Dark.

Jagged.

Half-swallowed by cloud.

Below it spread a walled outer yard filled with barracks, training grounds, stables, storehouses, and forge smoke. Torches burned along the walls despite the hour, their flames struggling against the damp air. Soldiers moved along the battlements in black mail and red cloaks.

No town surrounded Blackhold.

No market.

No temple dome shining gold.

No friendly roofs or warm windows.

Just walls, stone, soldiers, and sky.

The wagon went silent.

Even the twins stopped whispering.

Max stared through the bars as the road descended toward the gate.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred.

Not weakly this time.

It pulled.

Max’s breath caught.

For an instant, he felt something from the castle.

Not a sound.

Not a smell.

A presence.

Old stone soaked in blood. Iron worn by countless hands. Smoke. Sweat. Fear. Hunger. Power. Beneath it all, something deeper, buried far below the foundations, waiting in the dark.

Max gripped the edge of the bench.

The sensation vanished.

“Max?” Perrin whispered.

Max blinked.

The wagon jolted as it crossed a stone bridge over a dry moat. Portcullises rose ahead, black iron teeth lifted into the gatehouse ceiling. Soldiers watched from murder holes above.

The Lord Commander rode ahead of the wagon.

His red cloak streamed behind him in the wind.

The first gate opened.

Then the second.

The wagon rolled into Blackhold beneath a sky dark and overcast enough to make evening feel like night.

Iron doors closed behind them.

The sound echoed through the yard.

Final.

Heavy.

Like the world locking them in.

Max sat in chains among thieves, smugglers, debtors, killers, and the unlucky, wearing prison grey beneath a stranger’s cloak, with a Skill he did not understand and a hunger inside him that was no longer only hunger.

Outside, soldiers shouted orders.

The wagon stopped.

Bolts were drawn.

The rear door opened.

Sergeant Serra stood beyond it, rain speckling her scarred face.

“Out,” she said. “Welcome to Blackhold.”

No one moved.

Then the Lord Commander’s voice cut across the yard.

“Bring them to the lower hall.”

Max stepped down from the wagon last.

His boots hit black stone.

He looked up at the castle walls rising above him, at the red banners, at the dark towers piercing the storm-heavy sky.

For a moment, he thought of Greystone.

The orphanage.

Alfie.

The promise he had made.

Then thunder rolled over Blackhold, long and low, and Max knew with a cold certainty that whatever this place was, it would either make him strong enough to keep that promise…

Or bury him where no one would ever find the bones.

            

    
        The Red Order

    
    
    
    
                The lower hall was not lower because it sat beneath Blackhold.

It was lower because everything above it seemed to look down.

Max understood that the moment he stepped from the prison wagon onto black stone and felt the weight of the castle pressing over him. Towers leaned above the courtyard like judges. Battlements cut the darkening sky into jagged strips. Rain gathered in the cracks between paving stones, reflecting torchlight in broken red lines.

The prisoners were pulled from the wagon one by one.

Chains clattered.

Boots scraped.

Someone cursed when a guard shoved him too hard. Someone else whispered a prayer to the God King and was immediately laughed at by Lysa.

“Pray louder,” she muttered. “Maybe he’ll climb down from his gold chair and unlock your cuffs.”

Perrin, pale and wide-eyed, looked as if he might actually consider trying.

Max said nothing.

The air at Blackhold tasted different from Greystone. Colder. Sharper. There was smoke in it, but not the cosy smoke of hearths or kitchens. This smoke came from forges. Hot iron. Coal. Burned oil. Beneath it lingered the smell of wet stone, sweat, and something metallic enough to make the back of Max’s tongue prickle.

Blood, maybe.

Old blood.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred again.

Max clenched his chained hands and forced himself to breathe slowly.

Not now.

Whatever his Innate Skill was doing, or trying to do, he did not want it waking in the middle of a courtyard full of armed soldiers.

Sergeant Serra stood near the wagon door with a slate in one hand and a short baton in the other. She watched the prisoners step down, counting silently.

“Line,” she snapped.

The prisoners shuffled into something that might have been a line if any of them had known where to stand. Eighteen in total, chained in pairs now, with a longer chain running through iron loops at their waists. Garron stood near the front. Hale beside him. Perrin ended up on Max’s left, Lysa on his right.

“Straight line,” Serra said.

No one moved quickly enough.

A soldier with a shaved head stepped forward and struck Tann, one of the mill twins, across the back of the legs with a wooden rod. Tann yelped and stumbled into place.

His twin Varr opened his mouth.

Serra looked at him.

Varr closed it.

“Good,” Serra said. “You can learn.”

The rear gate groaned shut behind them.

Max looked back despite himself.

The wagon sat in the courtyard, black and iron-bound, rain running down its sides. Beyond it, the two gates they had passed through were already closed. A portcullis hung behind each one, black iron teeth sunk deep into the stone below.

No road.

No town.

No escape.

Blackhold did not need to say what it was.

It simply stood there and let people understand.

“Move,” Serra ordered.

The chain pulled.

They were marched across the courtyard.

Blackhold’s outer yard was larger than Max had realised from the wagon. Barracks lined one side, long and low, their roofs slick with rain. Opposite them stood stables and storehouses. Farther back, beneath a sloping stone wall, a training ground spread wide under the open sky. Racks of wooden weapons stood beneath awnings. Straw dummies sagged in the rain. A sand pit had been churned into mud by hundreds of boots.

At the centre of the yard stood a raised stone platform.

Soldiers were already gathering around it.

Not town guards. Not prison wardens. Soldiers of the Red Order.

They wore dark mail or black plate, each marked by a red cloak, sash, or strip of cloth tied around the arm. Some looked young. Some looked old enough to have buried kingdoms. Many carried scars openly, and those who didn’t had the kind of stillness that suggested scars hidden beneath armour.

They watched the prisoners with flat, measuring eyes.

Not curious.

Not cruel.

Measuring.

Max hated it.

He had been measured his whole life.

By age.

By usefulness.

By food cost.

By the space his body took in a dormitory.

By a System menu that had given him one word and nothing else.

Now these soldiers measured him again, and he did not know what they wanted to find.

The prisoners were herded before the platform.

“On your knees,” Serra said.

Garron stiffened.

The shaved-head soldier lifted his rod.

Hale sank to one knee without hesitation.

“Do it,” she said quietly.

Garron looked at her.

“Do it,” Hale repeated.

One by one, they knelt.

Max’s knees hit the wet stone. Cold soaked through his trousers immediately. The chain at his waist pulled awkwardly as Perrin knelt beside him too quickly and nearly dragged Max down onto his hands.

“Sorry,” Perrin whispered.

“Stop apologising,” Lysa muttered from Max’s other side. “It makes you sound easier to kill.”

Perrin went very still.

Lysa smiled faintly.

The courtyard quieted.

Boots struck stone from somewhere behind the platform.

Slow.

Measured.

Familiar.

The Lord Commander walked into view.

He had removed his travel cloak, but still wore the full black armour Max remembered from the prison. Rain slid across the plates and ran down the crimson lines etched into the metal. The red cloak at his shoulders snapped once in the wind, heavy and dark as blood.

Two officers followed him.

One was a woman in black plate with silver hair braided tightly against her skull. A long scar ran from her temple to her jaw, cutting through one eyebrow and leaving her left eye clouded white. The other was a lean man with a shaved head and a red cloak clasped with iron. His face held no expression at all.

The Lord Commander stepped onto the platform.

No one saluted.

They were already standing too straight for that.

He looked down at the prisoners.

Not quickly.

He took his time, gaze passing over each of them. Garron. Hale. Lysa. Perrin. Tovel. Jessa. The twins. Old Renn. Sella. Brint. The others Max had learned only in pieces.

Then him.

Max met his eyes.

For one heartbeat, the courtyard seemed to narrow.

The Lord Commander knew.

Max did not know what, exactly. His Skill. His name. His sentence. The hollow pull beneath his ribs. Maybe all of it. Maybe more.

Then the man’s gaze moved on.

“Listen well,” he said.

His voice carried across the courtyard without strain. It did not need shouting. It struck the stone, the walls, the soldiers, the prisoners, and settled over all of them like a commandment.

“My name is High Commander Kael Draven.”

A murmur passed through some of the prisoners.

Hale lowered her head slightly.

Not bowing.

Recognising.

Max glanced at her, but she did not look back.

“I am High Commander of the Red Cloaks,” Draven continued. “Lord of Blackhold. Blade of the Red Order. From this moment forward, your lives belong to that Order.”

Perrin swallowed audibly.

The High Commander’s eyes flicked toward him for half a second.

Perrin stopped breathing.

“You were thieves,” Draven said. “Smugglers. Debtors. Murderers. Cowards. Fools. The unwanted. The inconvenient. The guilty and the unlucky.”

His gaze swept over them.

“Some of you were sentenced to mines. Some to chains. Some to the lash. One of you to hang.”

The young purse-cutter on the far end of the line began trembling.

Max remembered him from the guardhouse. Quick Hands. The one who had whispered in the wagon. He looked even younger now under the castle walls.

“Those sentences have not been forgiven,” Draven said. “Do not mistake this place for mercy.”

Rain tapped against stone.

No one spoke.

“The Red Order has claimed your sentences under royal war authority. Your debts, crimes, and punishments are now ours to use. The towns that condemned you no longer hold you. The magistrates who judged you no longer decide your fate. Your old lives ended the moment you passed through my gate.”

Max felt the words land inside him.

Old lives ended.

He thought of Greystone.

Of the orphanage.

Of Alfie’s arms wrapped around his waist.

Of Veller saying, Leave my orphanage.

He told himself he did not care.

He was not sure if that was true.

Draven clasped his hands behind his back. “You now have two paths. You will be forged into knights of the Red Cloaks, or you will die.”

The courtyard seemed to hold its breath.

Even Lysa stopped smiling.

Knights.

The word felt absurd.

Max stared at the High Commander, certain he had misheard.

Knights were nobles. Or men sponsored by nobles. Or soldiers from old families who trained for years with sword, shield, horse, and Skill. Knights had armour. Banners. Names. They were sung about, lied about, buried with honour.

They were not starving orphans who stole pies.

They were not sewer smugglers.

They were not purse-cutters, grave robbers, and women who attacked tax collectors.

But Draven looked at them as if he had said nothing strange at all.

“You will be trained,” he said. “You will be fed. You will be clothed. You will learn to fight, march, obey, bleed, and survive. Your Innate Skills will be tested. Your limits will be broken. Those who can be shaped will be shaped. Those who cannot will be discarded by duty, by failure, or by death.”

Perrin whispered, “Death keeps coming up.”

Lysa whispered back, “Maybe they want us to notice.”

Serra’s baton cracked against her palm.

Both went silent.

Draven continued.

“The Red Order does not exist to save you. It exists to hold the line.”

At that, the soldiers around the courtyard shifted.

Not much.

Enough.

Pride, Max thought.

Or memory.

“There are things beyond the safe roads,” Draven said. “Things beyond walls, fields, temples, and market squares. Things your magistrates pretend are legends so they can sleep. Monsters breed in old ruins. Breaches open in forgotten places. Dungeons rot beneath kingdoms. Powers older than towns claw at the edges of the map. When they come, farmers die first. Then villages. Then towns. Then cities. Then kings ask why no one warned them.”

His mouth hardened.

“We warned them.”

No one in the courtyard moved.

“The Red Order has stood for three hundred and twelve years. We have taken criminals, outcasts, bastards, deserters, failed awakenings, unwanted heirs, broken soldiers, and anyone else with enough Skill, fury, or stubbornness to be useful. We do not care what you were. We care what you can become.”

Max felt the hollow thing in his chest stir.

Useful.

The word had haunted him since awakening.

Useful kept you fed.

Useful got you hired.

Useful decided whether you slept under a roof or in an alley.

Useful decided whether the orphanage gave you time or threw you into the street.

Max looked up at Draven and wondered, for the first time, whether this man saw usefulness differently from everyone else.

Then Draven’s eyes swept the kneeling line again, and Max remembered the other word.

Die.

“Rules,” Draven said.

The lean officer beside him stepped forward and unrolled a strip of parchment.

Draven did not look at it.

“First. You will obey all lawful orders given by instructors, officers, and sworn knights of the Red Order.”

Perrin’s lips moved silently, as if counting.

“Second. You no longer have names.”

The words struck harder than Max expected.

A faint ripple moved through the prisoners. Someone sucked in a breath. Garron’s jaw tightened. Perrin turned his head slightly, as if he had misheard. Lysa went very still.

Draven let the reaction pass.

“Names belong to people,” he said. “You are not people here. Not yet. You are raw material. Iron in the furnace. Ore waiting to be broken, melted, and remade. Until you earn the right to be called otherwise, you will answer only to the number assigned to you.”

Max’s hands curled inside his cuffs.

No names.

He only had one.

No family name. No house name. No title. Nothing passed down from a father or mother. Nothing written in a ledger except Max, orphan, age sixteen.

And now even that was being taken.

His throat tightened with sudden, sharp anger.

Beside him, Perrin whispered, “They can’t just—”

Serra’s baton cracked across his shoulders.

Perrin dropped forward with a strangled gasp.

“They can,” Serra said.

Draven did not even look at him.

“If an instructor calls your number, you answer. If a knight calls your number, you move. If you use your old name without permission, you will be punished. If you refuse your number, you will be punished harder. If you cling to who you were, this place will strip it from you piece by piece until there is nothing left to mourn.”

Rain ran down Max’s face.

He told himself it was only rain.

Draven continued.

“Third. You will not harm instructors.”

His eyes hardened.

“You may be ordered to strike them during training. You may be ordered to resist, grapple, duel, or defend yourselves. Outside those orders, raising hand, weapon, Skill, or ability against an instructor is punishable by death.”

The word death echoed in Max’s mind.

Not shouted.

Not dramatic.

Just there.

“Fourth. You will not harm fellow recruits outside sanctioned training, trials, or direct orders. Duels, vendettas, theft, intimidation, and private punishments are forbidden.”

Lysa sighed softly.

Serra’s gaze snapped toward her.

Lysa straightened.

“Fifth. No use of Skills, abilities, or Innate Skill manifestations unless instructed. Some of you have dangerous gifts. Some of you have stupid gifts. Many of you do not understand the difference. Until an instructor clears you, you will keep your power inside your skin.”

Max’s stomach tightened.

No use of Innate Skills.

His had never worked.

Did that count as obeying?

“Sixth. No escape attempts. Blackhold does not forgive runners. The mountains do not forgive fools. If the sentries do not catch you, the cold will. If the cold does not, the wolves will. If the wolves do not…”

Draven paused.

For the first time, something like contempt touched his expression.

“Then you will wish they had.”

No one asked what that meant.

No one wanted to.

“Seventh. You will eat when fed, sleep when ordered, train when called, and speak with respect to those placed above you. You will keep your quarters clean. You will keep your bodies cleaner. Filth kills more recruits than blades when discipline fails.”

Garron muttered, “My wife used to say that.”

Hale elbowed him.

Draven looked directly at Garron.

Garron went still.

“Eighth,” Draven said, “you will not lie about your Skill.”

Max’s breath caught.

He told himself it was coincidence.

The High Commander’s gaze did not move to him.

“You will not conceal abilities. You will not hide changes in your System menu. You will not falsify progress, injury, symptoms, visions, voices, hungers, transformations, or anything else the System may inflict upon you.”

Max felt cold spread through his hands.

Hungers.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs seemed to hear the word.

It pulled once, faintly.

Max clenched his jaw.

Draven continued.

“Ninth. You will not pray for rescue.”

The courtyard shifted uneasily.

That rule was different.

Even some of the soldiers looked harder when he said it.

Draven’s face was carved from iron.

“No god is coming through those gates for you. No king. No magistrate. No parent. No lover. No friend. No temple light. No orphanage matron. No city guard. No one.”

Max’s throat tightened despite himself.

“No one is coming to return you to the life you had,” Draven said. “No one is coming to save you from what this place demands. Hope for rescue weakens discipline. Discipline keeps you alive.”

He let that settle.

Then he said, “If you need faith, put it in your training. If you need mercy, earn strength enough that mercy is no longer required.”

The words struck Max harder than he wanted them to.

He hated Draven for that.

A man should not sound right while threatening to turn prisoners into knights or corpses.

The High Commander turned slightly, letting his gaze include the soldiers as well as the chained recruits.

“Understand this. The Red Order is not a prison, though you are prisoners. It is not a charity, though you have been spared lesser punishments. It is not a noble academy, though some of you may one day wear armour kings would envy.”

Rain darkened his red cloak until it looked almost black.

“It is a forge.”

Max looked at the black stone beneath his knees.

A forge.

He thought of iron heated until it glowed. Of metal beaten again and again until it became something useful or cracked apart beneath the hammer.

Draven’s voice lowered.

“And in a forge, metal does not choose the flame.”

The courtyard remained silent.

Then the silver-haired officer stepped forward.

“Recruits will be divided into barracks by intake number,” she said. Her voice was sharp and clipped. “You are Intake Seventeen. Individual recruit numbers will be assigned during processing. You will answer to those numbers and those numbers alone until instructors decide you have earned the right to be anything else.”

Perrin whispered, “I liked my name.”

Lysa whispered, “You would.”

The officer continued as if she had heard and dismissed them both. “You will be processed, examined, washed, and issued Blackhold greys. Chains will remain until initial evaluation is complete. Any recruit who resists processing will be subdued. Any recruit who injures staff will be executed. Any recruit who attempts to flee will be hunted.”

Tann, still bruised from his failed run, stared fixedly at the ground.

“Questions are permitted only when asked for,” the officer said. “You have not been asked.”

Perrin closed his mouth.

The High Commander stepped forward again.

“One last thing.”

Something in his voice changed.

Not softer.

Sharper.

“Many of you believe your crimes brought you here. They did not. Your crimes placed you where I could reach you. That is all.”

Max looked up slowly.

Draven’s eyes passed over the line.

“Each of you was selected for a reason. Not kindness. Not chance. Reason. Some of you have Skills the Order can use. Some have bodies that may endure training. Some have minds twisted enough to survive the work ahead. Some have nowhere else to go, which can be made into loyalty if the hammer falls correctly.”

His gaze stopped on Max.

Just for a heartbeat.

“Some of you are questions.”

Max forgot the rain.

Draven moved on.

“You will learn your reason, or you will die before it matters.”

The High Commander stepped back.

“Sergeant Serra.”

Serra struck one fist to her chest. “High Commander.”

“Process them.”

“Yes, High Commander.”

Draven descended from the platform without another word.

The gathered soldiers struck their fists to their chests as one.

The sound cracked across the courtyard like thunder.

The prisoners flinched.

Max did too, though he hated himself for it.

Draven walked past the kneeling line.

When he passed Max, the hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs pulled so sharply he almost gasped.

For an instant, he felt the High Commander.

Not all of him. Not his thoughts. Not his memories.

Something else.

Weight.

Blood.

Iron.

A red cloak snapping in ash-filled wind.

A battlefield beneath a black sun.

A sword buried point-first in a mound of bones.

Then it was gone.

Max swayed.

“Max?” Perrin whispered.

Serra’s baton struck the stone in front of them with a crack.

Perrin flinched.

“What did the High Commander just tell you?” Serra asked.

Perrin’s face went pale. “No names.”

“Correct.”

“I—sorry, Sergeant.”

Serra crouched in front of him, her scarred face inches from his.

Perrin swallowed.

“The next mouth that uses an old name gets to learn what happens when you break the rules.”

No one spoke.

Max stared at the rain-dark stone, his chest tight.

Max.

It was such a small thing.

One word.

Three letters.

The only thing that had ever belonged to him without being handed down by Veller, measured by a ledger, or granted by the System.

Now even that had been taken.

No.

Not taken.

Marked for later.

Earn it back, Draven had said without saying.

The thought burned.

Serra began barking orders.

The line moved.

The recruits were dragged to their feet and marched across the courtyard toward a long building built against the inner wall. Rain fell harder now, hissing against torches and turning the black stone slick beneath their boots.

Max walked because the chain pulled him.

Around him, Intake Seventeen stumbled forward.

Garron looked grim.

Hale looked thoughtful.

Perrin looked terrified.

Lysa looked like she was memorising exits.

Tovel muttered under his breath until the silver-haired officer’s gaze cut toward him and shut him up.

The twins whispered to each other until Serra shouted, “Seventeen-Twelve. Seventeen-Thirteen. One more word and I’ll have you gagged before you’re processed.”

The twins fell silent.

Numbers already.

The Order had not even waited until they reached the hall.

Above them, Blackhold watched.

The castle’s towers vanished into low cloud. Red banners snapped in the storm. Soldiers moved along the walls like shadows with purpose.

Max glanced once toward the gate.

Closed.

Of course.

Then he looked ahead.

A forge, Draven had said.

Max’s wrists ached beneath the cuffs. His knees were wet from kneeling. His stomach was still not full enough. His shoulder still hurt from Bran’s club.

But beneath all of it, the hollow thing waited.

The High Commander had called some of them questions.

Max did not know what answer the Red Order wanted from him.

He only knew one thing.

If Blackhold was a forge, then everyone here expected him to bend, break, or burn.

Max stepped through the processing hall doors with the rest of Intake Seventeen.

And deep inside him, something opened its eyes.




            

    
        Seventeen-Six

    
    
    
    
                The processing hall smelled of wet wool, iron, soap, and fear.

It was long and low, built from the same black stone as the rest of Blackhold. Iron brackets held torches along the walls, their flames throwing orange light across rows of tables, weapon racks, wash basins, and stacks of folded grey cloth. At the far end stood three doors, each reinforced with black iron bands. Above them, carved into the stone, was the symbol of the Red Order.

A wolf’s head inside a ring of iron.

Max saw it and felt the hollow thing beneath his ribs stir.

No.

Not Max.

He forced himself to remember.

No names.

Not here.

Not anymore.

The recruits of Intake Seventeen were herded inside by Sergeant Serra and six Red Cloaks. Their chains dragged across the stone floor in a long, ugly rattle. No one spoke. Even Lysa had gone quiet, though her eyes moved constantly, measuring doors, guards, distances, keys.

Serra noticed.

“Stop looking for exits,” she said.

Lysa’s mouth twitched. “Wasn’t.”

Serra struck her across the stomach with the end of her baton.

Not hard enough to break anything.

Hard enough to fold her forward with a gasp.

“Names are gone,” Serra said. “Lies are not welcome either.”

Lysa straightened slowly, breathing through her teeth.

Serra looked down the line. “You will be processed one at a time. You will step forward when called. You will answer questions clearly. You will sign your contract. You will submit to examination. You will be washed. You will be clothed. You will eat. You will sleep. Tomorrow, training begins.”

Perrin swallowed.

Serra’s eyes snapped to him.

He looked at the floor.

“Good,” she said. “Some of you can learn before bleeding.”

At the nearest table sat the silver-haired officer from the courtyard. Her clouded eye gleamed pale in the torchlight. A stack of parchment rested before her, each sheet weighted by a small black stone. Beside the parchments lay a knife, a bowl of dark ink, and an iron stamp marked with the Red Order’s wolf.

The lean, expressionless officer stood behind her with his hands clasped behind his back.

Serra struck her baton against the floor.

“First.”

Garron was shoved forward.

The chain running through the prisoners pulled at Max’s waist as Garron moved. One of the guards unlocked him from the line but left his wrists cuffed. He was marched to the table and forced to stand before the silver-haired officer.

“Old name?” she asked.

Garron’s jaw tightened.

For one moment, Max thought he would refuse.

Then Hale, still chained beside the line, said softly, “Don’t be stupid.”

Serra turned her head.

Hale looked down.

Garron breathed out. “Garron.”

The officer wrote without expression. “Crime?”

“Assault.”

“Sentence?”

“Two years labour.”

“Innate Skill?”

“Stone Grip.”

“Level?”

“Three.”

The officer finished writing, then slid one parchment toward him.

“From this moment until release, death, or elevation into the sworn ranks, you are Recruit Seventeen-One.”

Garron stared at her.

The officer lifted her pale eye. “Repeat.”

His hands curled inside the cuffs.

“Recruit Seventeen-One.”

“Again.”

“Recruit Seventeen-One.”

“Good.” She tapped the parchment. “Read if you can. Listen if you cannot.”

“I can read,” Garron said.

“Then do so.”

Garron bent over the table awkwardly, cuffs clinking as he pulled the parchment closer.

Max tried to see the words, but the angle was wrong and the torchlight flickered too much. He saw lines of black writing, dense and formal, surrounded by a red border that seemed to shimmer faintly.

Garron’s face changed as he read.

Not much.

Enough.

“What is it?” Perrin whispered.

Serra’s baton struck the floor near his boot.

Perrin flinched and shut up.

Garron reached the bottom.

The silver-haired officer picked up the knife. “Left hand.”

Garron held it out.

She cut his thumb.

He hissed.

“Press your blood to the mark.”

At the bottom of the parchment was a blank circle of red ink. Garron pressed his thumb to it.

The parchment drank the blood.

There was no other word for it. The red circle darkened, spread, and twisted into the shape of the wolf’s head. The entire contract flared with crimson light.

Garron stiffened.

His eyes widened.

For a heartbeat, veins of red light crawled beneath the skin of his wrist, climbing toward the iron cuff.

Then they vanished.

The officer took the iron stamp and pressed it over the mark.

The parchment hissed.

“Bound,” she said.

Garron sagged slightly.

“What did it do?” he asked.

Serra smiled without warmth. “It made sure you meant it.”

The guard behind Garron removed his cuffs.

The sound of the iron opening seemed impossibly loud.

Every recruit watched.

Garron looked down at his free hands as if he had forgotten they belonged to him.

“Try to attack someone,” Serra said.

He looked up sharply.

“That is not a suggestion,” she said. “That is an explanation. The contract binds your service to the Red Order. It binds obedience to lawful orders. It binds silence where required. It binds you against escape, betrayal, and the unlawful use of Skills or abilities. Break the terms, and the contract will punish you before we need to.”

Perrin whispered, “Punish how?”

This time Serra did not hit him.

The silver-haired officer answered instead.

“Pain first,” she said. “Paralysis if you continue. Death if you push further.”

The hall went very still.

Lysa’s eyes narrowed.

Tovel began breathing too quickly.

The officer looked down the line. “The contract is not a leash for every thought in your skull. Hate us if you like. Curse us in your dreams. Regret signing. It does not care. It binds action. Attempt escape, strike forbidden targets, conceal prohibited changes, use Skills without permission, or betray the Order’s secrets, and it will respond.”

“What if we don’t sign?” Tann asked.

His voice cracked halfway through.

Serra looked at him.

The silver-haired officer answered. “Death.”

No one asked again.

The guard directed Garron through the first iron-banded door.

It shut behind him.

The line shifted.

Hale was next.

“Old name?”

“Hale.”

“Crime?”

“Assault with a mining pick.”

“Sentence?”

“Five years labour.”

“Innate Skill?”

“Bone Sense.”

“Level?”

“Four.”

The officer wrote.

“Recruit Seventeen-Two.”

Hale repeated it without hesitation.

She read the contract quickly, held out her hand before the knife was offered, and did not flinch when her thumb was cut. Her blood touched the mark. Crimson light flared. Red lines crawled beneath her skin and disappeared.

“Bound,” the officer said.

Her cuffs were removed.

Hale rubbed one wrist once, then walked through the door.

One by one, the others were called.

Lysa became Seventeen-Three.

She smiled when asked her old name, as if considering making everyone’s day worse by lying. Serra took one step toward her. Lysa sighed and answered properly.

Perrin became Seventeen-Four.

His voice shook when he repeated it.

“Louder,” the officer said.

“Recruit Seventeen-Four.”

“Again.”

“Recruit Seventeen-Four.”

His thumb bled badly after the cut. He stared at the blood as if shocked his body had so much of it. When the contract flared, he made a small strangled sound and nearly pulled away.

Serra caught his wrist and forced it down until the binding finished.

“Bound,” the officer said.

Perrin looked like he might faint.

Tovel became Seventeen-Five.

He hesitated before saying his Skill, then thought better of it. Illegal monster parts possession had apparently not made him brave enough to test magical contracts.

Then it was Max’s turn.

A guard unlocked the chain from his waist and pushed him forward.

The space between the line and the table felt too long.

His wrists were still cuffed. His shoulder ached. The hall seemed too warm after the rain outside, thick with torch smoke and the copper scent of blood. He could feel the eyes of the remaining recruits on his back.

The silver-haired officer looked down at her parchment.

Then up at him.

For a moment, she said nothing.

Her good eye was blue.

Her ruined one was white.

“Old name?” she asked.

Max almost answered without thinking.

The word rose inside him.

Max.

The only thing he had owned.

He swallowed it.

“Max,” he said.

The officer wrote it down.

Hearing it spoken here felt dangerous, like he had dropped something fragile onto stone.

“Crime?”

“Theft,” he said.

Serra’s eyes narrowed slightly.

The officer waited.

Max’s jaw tightened. “Flight from guard. Striking an officer.”

“Sentence?”

“One year in Greydeep mines.”

“Innate Skill?”

The hollow thing beneath his ribs pulled once.

Max’s hands curled.

“Absorption.”

The officer’s quill stopped.

Only for a heartbeat.

But he saw it.

So did Serra.

The lean officer behind the table looked at Max properly for the first time.

The silver-haired woman continued. “Level?”

“One.”

“Registered Skills?”

“None.”

“Registered abilities?”

“None.”

“Manifestations?”

Max hesitated.

Serra’s baton tapped once against the stone.

The contract waited on the table.

You will not lie about your Skill.

You will not conceal abilities.

You will not hide changes.

Hungers.

Max felt his mouth go dry.

“I don’t know,” he said.

The silver-haired officer looked at him. “That was not the question.”

Max forced himself to meet her gaze. “I’ve felt something. A pull. Hunger, maybe. Not normal hunger. Sometimes when I’m near things. Stone. Iron. Pain.” He swallowed. “People.”

Perrin made a small noise behind him.

Serra’s expression did not change, but something sharpened in her eyes.

The officer wrote.

“What does the pull do?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing I can make happen.”

“Have you absorbed anything?”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you harmed anyone with it?”

“No.”

“Have you used it intentionally?”

“I’ve tried. It didn’t work.”

The officer wrote more.

Max hated every scratch of her quill.

The lean officer bent and murmured something in her ear.

She listened, then nodded once.

“Recruit Seventeen-Six.”

The number landed heavier than he expected.

Seventeen-Six.

Not Max.

Not orphan.

Not thief.

Not failed awakening.

A number.

“Repeat,” she said.

Max stared at the parchment.

“Repeat,” Serra snapped.

His throat tightened.

“Recruit Seventeen-Six.”

“Again.”

“Recruit Seventeen-Six.”

The officer slid the parchment toward him.

“Read.”

Max looked down.

The contract was written in black ink, but the letters were too sharp, too clean, as if they had been carved into the parchment rather than drawn by hand.



By authority of royal war charter and the ancient compact of Blackhold, the undersigned is transferred into the custody of the Red Order.

The undersigned accepts service as a recruit of Intake Seventeen and submits to the lawful authority of the High Commander, sworn officers, instructors, and knights of the Red Order.

The undersigned will obey lawful orders, submit to training, reveal System changes when required, refrain from unsanctioned violence, refrain from unsanctioned use of Skills, abilities, or Innate Skill manifestations, and make no attempt to escape, betray, sabotage, or undermine the Red Order.

In exchange, the Red Order assumes custody of prior sentence, provides food, clothing, shelter, instruction, and the possibility of elevation, service, release, or death according to the laws and customs of Blackhold.

Blood seals service. Service binds action. Action defines worth.



Max read the last line twice.

Action defines worth.

He thought of four copper coins.

A stale loaf.

A broken pie in the mud.

The magistrate saying failed awakening.

Names belong to people.

The officer picked up the knife.

“Left hand.”

Max held it out.

His fingers looked thin beneath the torchlight.

She cut his thumb.

Pain flashed, small and bright. Blood welled up immediately.

The hollow thing inside him stirred.

Not toward the contract.

Toward the blood.

His blood.

Max went very still.

For a moment, he felt it with terrible clarity. The heat of it. The life in it. The tiny power threaded through flesh and hunger and System-marked soul. The emptiness beneath his ribs opened wider, interested.

No.

His stomach turned.

“Press,” the officer said.

Max forced his thumb down onto the red circle.

The parchment drank.

Crimson light flared.

The world vanished.

Only for a second.

Or perhaps longer.

Max stood somewhere dark.

No hall.

No torches.

No chains.

Only a vast red shape curled around him like a sleeping beast. Iron rings turned in the black. A wolf opened one eye. Something old smelled his blood and decided he was not yet worth eating.

Then pain wrapped around his wrist.

Red lines crawled beneath his skin, brighter than they had on the others. They moved past the cuff, up his forearm, toward his elbow.

The hollow thing inside him lunged.

Max gasped.

The red lines stopped.

The contract light flickered.

Serra’s hand snapped to her sword.

The lean officer took one step back.

The silver-haired officer seized Max’s wrist with surprising strength. “Do not resist.”

“I’m not,” Max hissed.

The hollow pull strained against the binding light.

It wanted.

Not to break it.

To take it.

Max did not understand how he knew that, but he did. The contract was power. Law given shape. Blood given command. The thing inside him recognised it the way starving men recognised bread.

No.

He clenched his teeth so hard his jaw hurt.

The pull shuddered.

The red lines sank into his skin.

The parchment burned with crimson light, then settled.

Silence filled the hall.

The officer did not release his wrist.

Her good eye studied him.

Serra’s sword was half-drawn.

Max breathed hard through his nose.

“What was that?” Serra asked.

“I don’t know,” Max said.

The officer looked at the contract.

The wolf mark at the bottom had formed, but its edges were strange. Darker than the others. As if something had bitten the shape before it finished drying.

The iron stamp came down.

The parchment hissed.

“Bound,” the officer said.

Only then did Serra ease her sword back into its sheath.

The guard behind Max removed his cuffs.

The iron opened.

For a moment, Max forgot everything else.

His wrists were free.

No chain.

No weight.

No cold bite of metal against rubbed skin.

He stared down at his hands.

Red marks circled both wrists where the cuffs had been. The strips Hale had given him were stained and frayed. Dried blood crusted near his thumb.

He flexed his fingers.

A simple thing.

A wonderful thing.

“Move, Seventeen-Six,” Serra said.

The number cut through the moment.

Max looked up.

Serra’s expression dared him to object.

He did not.

He walked through the first iron-banded door.

Beyond it was a washroom.

Steam filled the air.

Stone channels carried dirty water along the floor and out through grated drains. Several large wooden tubs stood in a row, each filled with hot water that smelled harshly of lye soap. Soldiers and older recruits waited beside them with buckets, brushes, shears, and folded towels.

Garron stood at one tub, stripped to the waist, while an older recruit scrubbed his back like he was trying to remove bark from a tree.

Garron’s face was red with humiliation.

Hale sat on a low stool while another recruit cut her hair shorter with iron shears. She looked bored. Lysa was arguing with a woman holding a brush.

“You try to put that near my hair and I’ll bite your wrist open.”

The woman looked at Sergeant Serra, who had entered behind Max.

Serra said, “Then she gets shaved bald.”

Lysa shut her mouth.

“Seventeen-Six,” someone called.

Max turned.

A thickset older recruit with a shaved head pointed to an empty space beside a tub. He wore Blackhold greys and had a red strip tied around one arm. His face had the dead-eyed patience of someone who had survived long enough to stop being impressed by anything.

“Strip.”

Max hesitated.

The recruit raised an eyebrow. “You got something under there I haven’t seen before?”

Heat rose in Max’s face.

He undressed quickly.

His prison greys were taken away. So were his old underclothes. His bag was searched again, more thoroughly this time, then tagged with a strip of leather marked with his new number.

Seventeen-Six.

He hated seeing it attached to his things.

The bathwater was hot enough to hurt.

Max hissed as he stepped in.

“Sit,” the older recruit said.

Max sat.

A bucket of water was dumped over his head.

For a few seconds, he could not breathe. Then soap hit his hair, eyes, ears, and face. Hands scrubbed his scalp, neck, shoulders, back. The older recruit had no gentleness in him. Dirt came off in grey streams. Old sweat. Road grime. Prison stink. Blood from his wrists. Mud from Greystone. The last traces of the orphanage, maybe.

Max stared at the dark water swirling around him.

Names belong to people.

He tried not to think about it.

“Hold still.”

Shears appeared near his head.

Max jerked. “What are you doing?”

“Cutting.”

“No.”

The older recruit looked at him.

Max knew immediately that no had been a mistake.

Still, his hands tightened around the edge of the tub.

His hair was not special. It was brown, too long, uneven in places from years of bad cuts at the orphanage. But it was his. Another small thing that had travelled with him from before.

Serra’s voice came from behind him.

“Hair grows back, Seventeen-Six.”

He turned.

She stood near the door, arms folded.

“It is cut short for lice, hygiene, and combat,” she said. “This is not a negotiation.”

The older recruit waited.

Max forced himself to release the tub.

The shears closed.

Hair fell into the water.

Again.

Again.

Again.

By the time it was done, his head felt too light and too exposed. The older recruit scrubbed him once more, then shoved a rough towel into his chest.

“Out.”

Max climbed from the tub, shivering despite the steam.

His reflection flashed briefly in a polished bit of metal fixed near the wall.

He almost did not recognise himself.

Too thin. Bruised. Hair cut close around his skull. Eyes too large in his face. Red marks circling his wrists. A small cut on his thumb.

Not Max.

Seventeen-Six.

He looked away.

Clean clothes waited on a bench.

Not prison grey this time.

Blackhold grey.

A dark grey tunic of rough but sturdy cloth. Trousers. Wool socks. Boots that fit better than the ones from the road. A belt with no knife. A heavier outer coat, plain and black at the cuffs. On the left breast of the tunic, in small red thread, was his number.
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Max touched it.

The thread seemed too bright against the grey.

“Dress,” the older recruit said.

Max dressed.

The clothes were not soft, but they were warm. They fit better than anything he had owned at the orphanage. That made him angrier than rags would have.

After washing came examination.

The recruits were taken through the second door into a chamber lined with narrow benches. A woman in dark robes waited there, her hair bound beneath a red scarf. She wore no armour, but every soldier treated her carefully.

A healer.

Or something close to one.

Each recruit stood before her while she pressed two fingers to their wrist, throat, forehead, and sternum. Sometimes her hands glowed pale green. Sometimes they did not. She asked questions without looking interested in the answers.

“Pain?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Shoulder. Stomach. Wrists.”

“Old injuries?”

“No.”

“System irregularities?”

Max hesitated.

Her eyes lifted.

Serra stood near the wall.

“Possible Innate manifestation,” Max said carefully.

The healer looked at Serra.

Serra said, “Noted during binding.”

The healer’s mouth tightened.

She pressed her palm against Max’s chest.

Cold spread through him.

Not physical cold.

A searching cold.

It passed through skin, muscle, bone, and deeper. Max felt it brush the hollow thing beneath his ribs.

The hollow thing opened.

The healer snatched her hand back.

Max staggered.

Serra stepped forward.

The healer stared at Max as if he had bitten her.

“What?” Max asked.

She did not answer him.

“Report to High Commander,” she said to Serra.

Serra’s expression sharpened. “Now?”

“Before morning.”

Max looked between them.

“What happened?”

The healer ignored him and dipped her fingers into a bowl of clear liquid. “Seventeen-Six is underfed, bruised, recently beaten, and showing signs of exhaustion. No breaks. No fever. Wrists abraded but not infected.” She looked at Max again, more carefully this time. “Do not activate your Innate Skill without supervision.”

“I don’t know how,” Max said.

“Good,” she replied.

Then she pointed to the door.

“Next.”

Max was moved on before he could ask anything else.

By the time all eighteen had been washed, cut, examined, and dressed, the processing hall looked different. Or perhaps they did.

The criminals who had arrived in chains had been stripped away piece by piece.

Garron’s beard had been trimmed close. Hale’s hair was shorter than Max’s. Lysa looked furious in a clean tunic with 17-3 stitched on the breast. Perrin kept touching his newly shorn head as if hoping the hair might reappear by sympathy. Tovel looked even more nervous without grime to hide behind.

The twins looked almost identical now, except one had a fading bruise on his cheek.

Serra paced before them.

“You will learn numbers quickly,” she said. “Your old names are not to be used. Some of you will forget and be punished. Some of you will think yourselves clever and whisper them. You will be punished harder. Some of you will decide friendship makes the rule softer.” Her eyes moved across them. “It does not.”

She pointed with her baton.

“Seventeen-One.”

Garron straightened. “Yes, Sergeant.”

“Seventeen-Two.”

Hale responded at once. “Yes, Sergeant.”

“Seventeen-Three.”

Lysa said nothing for a fraction too long.

Serra stepped closer.

“Yes, Sergeant,” Lysa said.

“Seventeen-Four.”

Perrin jumped. “Yes, Sergeant.”

“Seventeen-Five.”

Tovel swallowed. “Yes, Sergeant.”

Serra’s eyes landed on Max.

“Seventeen-Six.”

For half a heartbeat, Max did not move.

The number was not him.

It meant nothing.

It was stitched onto his chest. Written on his bag. Spoken by soldiers. Bound in a contract. But it was not him.

Serra’s baton lifted slightly.

Max forced the words out.

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“Good,” she said. “Hunger improves memory. Punishment improves it faster.”

None of them spoke.

Food came next.

They were led through the third iron-banded door into a mess hall. It was vast, with long tables running in rows from one end to the other. Hundreds of recruits and soldiers ate there, the sound of bowls, boots, and low conversation filling the room. Smoke-blackened rafters crossed above. Iron chandeliers hung from chains, each holding thick candles that dripped wax onto metal trays.

The smell nearly broke Max.

Bread.

Stew.

Roasted root vegetables.

Boiled grain.

Not feast food. Not noble food. But hot, real, and plentiful enough that his body reacted before his mind could.

He stepped forward without meaning to.

Serra’s baton struck the floor.

“Line.”

Max stopped.

Recruits from Intake Seventeen were marched to a serving hatch where older recruits ladled food into wooden bowls. Each was given stew, black bread, a wedge of hard cheese, and watered ale.

Max stared at the tray when it was placed in his hands.

More food than he had eaten in a day at the orphanage.

More than he had eaten in several days after leaving.

“Move, Seventeen-Six,” said the server.

Max moved.

They were seated together at the far end of one table, separated from the older recruits by enough space to make the division clear.

No chains now.

That felt strange.

Almost more frightening than being bound.

Max sat with his tray in front of him and waited for someone to tell them when they could eat.

No one did.

Garron — Seventeen-One — picked up his spoon first.

Serra, standing near the wall, did not stop him.

That was enough.

They ate.

No one joked this time.

Even Lysa kept her head down.

Max forced himself to go slowly, remembering the road and Perrin vomiting into the mud. It was difficult. The stew was thick with barley and bits of meat. The bread was dense and sour. The cheese was sharp enough to make his mouth ache. The watered ale tasted weak, but it was clean.

His body wanted to devour everything.

He made himself breathe between bites.

Beside him, Perrin whispered, “Seventeen-Six.”

Max’s spoon paused.

Perrin looked down quickly. “Sorry. I mean… I don’t know what I mean.”

Lysa, on Perrin’s other side, murmured, “Careful. She’ll hear.”

Serra stood across the room, speaking to another instructor.

Perrin’s shoulders hunched. “I hate this.”

“No,” Hale said from across the table.

Everyone looked at her.

She tore a piece of bread in half. “You hate that it is working.”

Perrin frowned. “What?”

“They take names. Cut hair. Wash us. Dress us the same. Feed us. Number us. Bind us. By morning, half of you will flinch at your numbers and think before using names.” Hale dipped her bread into the stew. “That is the point.”

Garron stared at his bowl. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“No,” Hale said. “It means liking it does not matter.”

Max looked down at the red thread on his chest.
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Action defines worth.

He hated Hale for being right almost as much as he appreciated it.

Farther down the table, one of the twins leaned close to the other.

“Seventeen-Twelve,” Serra barked without turning around.

Both twins froze.

One slowly raised his hand.

Serra looked over her shoulder. “You are Twelve?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“Then why is Thirteen chewing your bread?”

The twin beside him stopped mid-bite.

The mess hall went quiet nearby.

“Because…” Seventeen-Twelve said.

Serra waited.

His face twisted with panic.

Seventeen-Thirteen swallowed too quickly and coughed.

“Because I gave it to him, Sergeant,” Twelve said.

“Why?”

“He was still hungry.”

Serra walked toward them.

Every step seemed loud.

She stopped at their end of the table and looked down at Twelve, then Thirteen.

“No trading food,” she said.

Max’s hand tightened around his spoon.

The orphanage dining hall flashed across his mind.

Alfie’s half apple.

Veller’s thin hand.

The apple sinking into porridge.

He felt sudden anger, sharp enough to taste.

Then Serra continued.

“If a recruit needs more food, he requests it. If refused, he accepts refusal. If approved, he eats. You do not starve quietly. Quiet starvation gets recruits killed in training.”

The twins stared at her.

Serra took the half-eaten bread from Thirteen’s tray, put it back on Twelve’s, then turned to the serving hatch.

“Extra bread for Seventeen-Thirteen.”

A server brought another piece.

Thirteen accepted it with both hands, looking confused enough to cry.

Serra leaned closer.

“Next time, ask. Both of you.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” they said together.

She straightened and walked away.

Max stared after her.

He did not know what to do with that either.

Veller would have taken both pieces.

Serra had given more.

Not kindness, Max reminded himself.

Discipline.

Useful bodies needed food.

Still.

His anger had nowhere to go.

So he ate.

When the meal ended, they were given water and made to sit in silence for ten full minutes. Max did not understand why until Perrin muttered that he felt sick, and Hale told him it was because his body had forgotten how to be fed properly.

After that, they were led from the mess hall into the inner barracks.

The corridors of Blackhold were narrow and cold. Torches burned in iron cages along the walls. Red lines had been painted onto the stone floor, branching in different directions like blood vessels. Serra told them the lines marked routes permitted to recruits.

“Grey line to barracks,” she said. “Red line to training yard. White line to infirmary. Black line means do not enter unless ordered. If you are found beyond a black line without permission, you will regret surviving long enough to explain yourself.”

Perrin watched the floor with intense focus.

Max did too.

They passed other recruits along the way. Some were older, some younger, all in greys, all marked with numbers. A few looked at Intake Seventeen with pity. Most looked away. One boy with a swollen eye made the mistake of whispering something to the girl beside him. An instructor appeared from nowhere and clipped him behind the head.

No names, then.

Not for anyone new.

The sleeping quarters were in a long barracks chamber built into the western wall.

Rows of bunks lined both sides, each one narrow, wooden, and covered with a straw mattress, folded blanket, and small chest at its foot. The air smelled of soap, damp wool, and too many bodies. Not pleasant, but cleaner than the orphanage dormitory had ever been.

A black stove sat cold at the centre of the room.

Small arrow-slit windows looked out over the dark mountains.

Rain tapped against the glass.

Serra stopped just inside the doorway.

“Intake Seventeen sleeps here until reassigned or reduced.”

“Reduced?” Perrin asked before thinking.

Serra looked at him.

Perrin went pale. “Sorry. I—”

“Reduced means dead, dismissed, crippled beyond use, transferred, or broken out of training,” Serra said. “Since you are curious.”

Perrin closed his mouth so tightly his lips vanished.

“Bunks are assigned by number,” Serra continued. “One to eighteen, left to right. Chests are for issued property. They do not lock. Anything you cannot keep without a lock, you do not deserve to keep.”

Lysa’s eyes narrowed.

Serra looked directly at her. “Steal, and you will lose fingers before you lose meals.”

Lysa smiled faintly. “Understood, Sergeant.”

“I doubt that. But you will.”

The recruits filed inside.

Garron took the first bunk. Hale the second. Lysa the third. Perrin the fourth. Tovel the fifth.

Max stopped at the sixth.

His bed.

No.

Seventeen-Six’s bed.

A small wooden plaque had already been fixed above it.
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His bag sat inside the chest at the foot of the bunk. Tagged. Searched. Returned.

Max opened it.

Two shirts. Spare socks. A wooden figure Alfie had carved badly and insisted was a wolf. His old blanket. No knife.

He picked up the wooden wolf.

It was ugly. One leg too thick, ears uneven, snout more like a pig’s than a wolf’s. Alfie had been so proud when he made it that Max had pretended to recognise it immediately.

A wolf.

Now he sat in Blackhold beneath the symbol of a wolf’s head, holding a child’s poor carving of one.

The world had a cruel sense of humour.

“Contraband?”

Max looked up.

Serra stood beside his bunk.

He had not heard her approach.

He held out the wooden wolf because hiding it would be stupid.

Her eyes dropped to it.

For a moment, her expression changed.

Not softened.

Changed.

“Sentimental objects are permitted if they cannot be used as weapons, tools, or spell foci,” she said.

“It’s just wood.”

“Everything is just something until used incorrectly.”

She took it from him.

Max’s hand twitched.

Serra noticed.

She turned the little wolf over, inspected it, then handed it back.

“Poor work,” she said.

Max closed his fingers around it. “He was twelve.”

“Then it is adequate work.”

She moved away.

Max put the wolf back in his bag carefully.

Then he sat on the bunk.

The straw mattress creaked.

It was thin, but dry.

The blanket was rough, but whole.

He was clean.

Fed.

Unchained.

Bound by magic to a military order that had taken his name and promised to make him a knight or kill him.

He almost laughed.

He did not.

Serra stood at the front of the barracks.

“Final instructions,” she said.

Every recruit turned.

“Wake bell rings before dawn. You will rise immediately. You will dress. You will make your bunks. You will stand beside them in silence until an instructor arrives. Failure will be punished. Slow obedience will be punished. Talking after lights out will be punished. Fighting will be punished. Use of Skills or abilities will be punished. Use of old names will be punished.”

She looked down the rows.

“Your contracts are active. Do not test them in your sleep. Some Skills respond to dreams. If yours does, wake an instructor. If you conceal it and harm someone, you will not enjoy what happens next.”

No one moved.

“Questions?”

Silence.

“Good. Lights out in ten.”

She turned to leave, then stopped.

“One more thing. You are not friends.”

The words hung in the cold barracks.

“You may become comrades one day,” Serra said. “That is different. Friends comfort weakness. Comrades correct it. Friends forgive failure. Comrades survive it. Learn the difference.”

Then she left.

The door shut behind her.

For several heartbeats, no one spoke.

No one wanted to be first.

Then Seventeen-Thirteen whispered, “I still think we’re friends.”

His twin whispered back, “Shut up.”

Several people snorted despite themselves.

From somewhere outside the door, Serra’s voice rang out.

“I heard that.”

The barracks went dead silent.

No punishment came.

Not yet.

Max lay back on his bunk and stared at the underside of the bed above him.

The room settled slowly. Boots came off. Blankets rustled. Someone sniffed. Someone else whispered a prayer too quietly for even Lysa to mock. Rain tapped against the window. Wind moved around Blackhold’s walls with a low, constant moan.

Max opened his menu.

Blue light unfolded across his vision.


Name: Max
Age: 16
Innate Skill: Absorption
Innate Skill Level: 1

Skills: None
Abilities: None


He stared at the first line.

Name: Max.

The System still knew.

Blackhold could call him Seventeen-Six. Serra could stitch it onto his chest. Draven could strip the name from his mouth. The contract could bind his action, punish his disobedience, and mark his blood.

But the System still showed his name.

Max.

Something in his chest loosened.

Not much.

Enough.

Then, as he watched, the menu flickered.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs pulled gently.

A new line appeared beneath the others.

For one heartbeat, Max thought exhaustion had made him imagine it.

But the words remained.


Status: Bound — Red Order Contract


Max stared.

His breath slowed.

The contract was part of him now. Or the System recognised it. Or his Skill did. He did not know which possibility frightened him more.

The hollow thing stirred again, patient and interested.

Max closed the menu.

Not tonight.

He rolled onto his side, facing the wall. His hand slipped into his bag and found the wooden wolf. He held it beneath the blanket where no one could see.

He thought of Alfie.

He thought of the orphanage.

He thought of Draven’s words.

You will be forged into knights of the Red Cloaks, or you will die.

Max closed his eyes.

He had been thrown away once.

Then chained.

Then numbered.

Then bound.

But he was fed. Warm. Alive.

And somewhere beneath the fear, beneath the anger, beneath the number stitched over his heart, something inside him waited in the dark.

Hungry.

Quiet.

Learning.

            

    
        First Lesson

    
    
    
    
                The bell rang before dawn.

It was not a gentle sound.

It did not chime or sing or call anyone kindly from sleep. It screamed.

A huge iron note crashed through the barracks, deep enough to shake dust from the rafters and sharp enough to drive straight through Max’s skull. He jerked awake, one hand closing around the wooden wolf beneath his blanket before he remembered where he was.

Blackhold.

The Red Order.

Intake Seventeen.

Not Max.

Seventeen-Six.

“Up!” a voice roared from outside the door.

The barracks exploded into movement.

Blankets flew. Boots thudded against wood. Someone cursed and immediately remembered cursing was probably a mistake. The room was dark except for the grey light leaking through the narrow windows and the fading glow of banked coals in the stove.

Max sat up too quickly and smacked his head against the bunk above him.

Pain flashed white.

He gritted his teeth and swung his legs over the side.

Around him, the others scrambled.

Garron — Seventeen-One — was already standing beside his bunk, pulling his tunic straight. Hale moved with grim efficiency, folding her blanket into a square without wasted motion. Lysa’s hair stuck up in uneven spikes, but her bed was nearly made before both her boots were on.

Perrin was a disaster.

He had somehow tangled himself in his blanket during the night and now fought it like it was trying to murder him.

“Help,” he hissed.

Max grabbed one edge and yanked.

Perrin rolled off the mattress and hit the floor.

“Ow.”

“You’re welcome.”

“No talking!” someone shouted from the corridor.

The room went silent except for frantic movement.

Max dragged his blanket flat, folded it as best he could, shoved his feet into his boots, and stood beside the bunk. His heart hammered as if he had already been running. He looked down the row.

Most were ready.

Not all.

Seventeen-Thirteen — one of the twins — was still trying to smooth his blanket with shaking hands. The corner kept folding wrong. Every time he fixed one side, the other wrinkled. His brother, Seventeen-Twelve, stood beside his own perfectly made bed, face pale with helpless panic.

“Leave it,” Lysa whispered without moving her lips.

Thirteen didn’t.

He kept trying.

The barracks door slammed open.

Sergeant Serra entered first.

Behind her came a man Max had not seen before.

He was enormous.

Not Garron large. Not tavern brawler large. This man looked as if someone had taken an execution block, given it legs, and taught it to hate weakness. His head was shaved smooth. His neck was thicker than most men’s thighs. Scars crossed his face, scalp, and forearms in pale ridges. He wore no armour, only black trousers, heavy boots, and a sleeveless red training coat left open at the front.

His arms were bare.

That was what Max noticed most.

They were absurd. Thick with muscle, corded with veins, scarred from wrist to shoulder. One of his hands could have closed around Max’s throat with room to spare.

The room became colder.

Serra stopped near the door.

The huge man walked between the bunks.

Slowly.

No one breathed too loudly.

His eyes passed over Garron’s bed. Hale’s. Lysa’s. Perrin’s, which was not good but apparently good enough. Then Max’s.

Max stared straight ahead.

The man paused.

Max’s blanket was folded. Mostly. The edges were uneven, but it was done.

The man moved on.

Then he stopped at Seventeen-Thirteen.

The twin froze with one hand still on his blanket.

The instructor looked down at the bed.

Then at him.

“What is this?” he asked.

His voice was not loud.

It did not need to be.

Seventeen-Thirteen swallowed. “My bed, Instructor.”

“No.”

The boy blinked. “Instructor?”

“That is not a bed. That is evidence.”

No one moved.

“Evidence of what?” the instructor asked.

Thirteen’s mouth opened.

Nothing came out.

The instructor leaned slightly closer. “Evidence of what?”

“Failure, Instructor,” Hale said from across the room.

The man turned his head.

Hale stared straight ahead.

He looked at her for a long moment.

Then he smiled.

It was not pleasant.

“Correct.”

Thirteen looked as if he might collapse from relief.

He should not have.

The instructor stepped back into the centre of the barracks.

“One recruit fails,” he said, “the intake fails. One recruit is slow, the intake is slow. One recruit is weak, the intake carries weakness until it is corrected or cut away.”

He pointed at the floor.

“Down.”

No one moved for half a heartbeat.

Serra’s baton cracked against the doorframe.

“Down!”

They dropped.

Max hit the floor hard, palms slapping cold stone. Around him, seventeen other recruits did the same. His wrists still ached from the cuffs. His shoulder burned from Bran’s club. His stomach twisted around yesterday’s food.

The huge instructor stood among them.

“Press-ups,” he said. “Until I am tired of looking at you.”

Perrin made a tiny sound that might have been despair.

“Begin.”

They began.

“One!” Serra barked.

They pushed up.

“Down.”

Stone rushed toward Max’s face.

“Two!”

Up.

“Down.”

At first, it was easy enough.

Then it wasn’t.

Max had done chores his entire life. Scrubbed floors. Hauled water. Split kindling. Carried laundry. But chores were not this. Chores did not demand perfect rhythm while a huge man stalked between bodies like a butcher choosing meat.

“Back straight, Seventeen-Four,” Serra snapped.

Perrin trembled beside Max. “Yes, Sergeant.”

“Do not answer. Move.”

They kept moving.

Ten.

Fifteen.

Twenty.

Max’s arms began to shake.

At twenty-five, his shoulder screamed.

At thirty, sweat dripped from his nose onto the stone.

At thirty-seven, Seventeen-Thirteen collapsed.

The whole intake stopped by instinct.

The instructor’s boot slammed down beside the boy’s face.

“Did I tell you to stop?”

No one answered.

“Did I tell you to stop?”

“No, Instructor,” the room gasped.

“Then why are you not moving?”

They moved.

Thirteen sobbed once and forced himself up.

Max’s world narrowed to hands, stone, breath, pain.

Up.

Down.

Up.

Down.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred.

Not now.

Pain fed it, or woke it, or tempted it. Max could feel that. The ache in his muscles, the burn in his shoulder, the scrape of breath in his lungs — all of it seemed to gather at the edge of that inner emptiness.

It wanted.

Max did not know what it wanted.

So he ignored it.

At fifty, Perrin collapsed.

“Up, Seventeen-Four,” Serra said.

“I can’t.”

The barracks went silent except for ragged breathing.

The huge instructor crouched beside Perrin.

Perrin’s arms shook beneath him. His face was red, eyes wet with humiliation.

The instructor watched him.

Then he said, “Cannot and will not sound alike to cowards.”

Perrin gritted his teeth.

His body trembled.

Slowly, horribly, he pushed himself up.

The instructor stood.

“Continue.”

They continued.

By the time the instructor finally said, “Enough,” Max’s arms were numb and his chest heaved against the stone. He rolled onto his side before he could stop himself, dragging air into his lungs.

No one corrected him.

Maybe they were all too busy suffering.

The instructor stood near the front of the room, looking almost bored.

“My name is Instructor Voss,” he said. “I am Head Instructor of recruit training at Blackhold. You will obey me faster than you fear pain, or you will learn how much pain can fit inside a day.”

Max pushed himself to his knees.

Around him, the others did the same.

Instructor Voss looked down the row.

“You have five minutes to make yourselves presentable. Then you will move.”

He turned and walked out.

Serra remained.

Her gaze landed on Thirteen.

“Make the bed.”

Thirteen scrambled up, trembling, and fixed the blanket with shaking hands.

No one blamed him aloud.

No one dared.

But Max saw the way some of them looked at him.

He understood the lesson then.

It had not been about the bed.

Not really.

It had been about making sure they understood that failure spread.

If one stumbled, everyone bled.

By the time they left the barracks, the sky beyond the arrow-slit windows was still dark.

They were marched through Blackhold in silence.

The grey line on the floor led from the barracks into a larger corridor, then down a flight of steps worn smooth by countless boots. They passed older recruits running in formation, their faces slick with sweat. They passed soldiers carrying shields. They passed a woman in red-trimmed armour dragging a boy by the back of his tunic while he muttered apologies through a split lip.

No one stopped.

No one stared for long.

Intake Seventeen was not special.

That might have been the worst part.

The training hall sat beneath the western yard.

Its doors were taller than the entrance to the orphanage and twice as wide, bound in iron and carved with old scars. When they opened, the smell of oil, leather, sweat, and wood rolled out.

Max stepped inside and forgot, for a moment, that his arms hurt.

The hall was massive.

Stone pillars rose to a vaulted ceiling lost in shadow. Rows of torches burned along the walls. Sand covered much of the floor, darkened in places by old stains. Weapon racks lined three sides of the hall, holding more weapons than Max had ever seen in one place.

Swords.

Axes.

Spears.

Maces.

Clubs.

Daggers.

Shields.

Bows.

Staves.

War hammers.

Curved blades from places he did not know.

Hooks, chains, polearms, and things that looked less like weapons and more like farming tools designed by someone who hated people.

At the far end of the hall stood instructors.

Each wore the red of the Order in some form. Some carried weapons. Some leaned on them. Some looked half-asleep. Others watched the recruits with the calm hunger of wolves.

Instructor Voss stood before them all.

Beside him was Serra.

The recruits were lined up in the sand.

“Today,” Voss said, “you will choose a weapon.”

The words sent a strange ripple through the intake.

Excitement, maybe.

Fear.

Both.

“Choose carefully,” he continued. “The weapon you select will decide which instructor takes responsibility for beating the first layer of stupidity out of you. This does not mean you will use only that weapon forever. It means the Order will begin with what your hands reach for when given a choice.”

He turned and gestured toward the racks.

“You will select one weapon. You will not swing it. You will not test it on another recruit. You will not show off. You will take it, return to the line, and hold it safely. If you cannot hold it safely, you will lose the right to hold it with all your fingers.”

Lysa’s eyes brightened slightly.

Serra saw.

“Seventeen-Three.”

Lysa’s expression went blank. “Yes, Sergeant.”

“Do not make me explain fingers to you.”

“No, Sergeant.”

Voss pointed.

“Move.”

They moved in order.

Garron, Seventeen-One, went first.

No surprise, he chose a hammer.

Not a blacksmith’s hammer. A war hammer with a square metal head and a spike on the back. It looked heavy enough to break stone. In Garron’s hands, it looked almost reasonable.

Hale chose a short spear.

Simple. Practical. No hesitation.

Lysa drifted toward the daggers, then paused under Serra’s stare. Her fingers hovered over a pair of curved knives before she selected one plain dagger and returned to the line with exaggerated innocence.

Perrin looked overwhelmed.

He moved from rack to rack, eyes darting between swords, staves, spears, and axes. Finally, perhaps because it was closest to what he had used before, he picked a short sword.

It shook in his grip.

Tovel chose a staff after nearly dropping a mace on his foot.

Jessa with Iron Nails selected a shield and a short axe.

Brint with Night Eyes chose a long knife.

The twins argued silently with gestures until Serra barked their numbers. One chose a spear. The other, after panicking, chose a spear too.

Then it was Max’s turn.

He walked toward the racks.

His arms still trembled faintly from press-ups. His shoulder throbbed. Every weapon seemed to look back at him with silent judgement.

A sword was what boys dreamed of.

Even orphan boys.

Especially orphan boys.

A sword meant heroes in tavern stories. Knights in polished armour. Duelists. Adventurers. Men with names people remembered.

Max reached toward one.

His fingers stopped before touching the hilt.

Too obvious.

Too proud.

He moved on.

Axes reminded him of chopping wood behind the orphanage. Useful. Brutal. Simple. But he had never liked how close one had to be with an axe. Close enough to smell the other person’s breath. Close enough to be grabbed.

Spears were sensible.

Hale had chosen one, and Hale seemed like someone who had survived by making sensible choices. A spear gave distance. Control. Reach.

Max looked at the spear rack.

Then his gaze drifted farther.

To the polearms.

Most were taller than he was. Bladed heads gleamed in torchlight. Hooks, spikes, crescent edges, spear points. Some looked too ornate. Some looked too heavy.

One stood near the end.

A halberd.

The shaft was dark wood, taller than Max by more than a foot. Its head held an axe blade on one side, a spike on the other, and a spear point thrusting upward. It looked like three different ideas about killing had been forced to share a body.

Max stared at it.

Something about the weapon made sense to him.

Reach.

Blade.

Hook.

Point.

Distance, but not weakness.

Brutality, but not clumsiness.

He wrapped his hands around the shaft and lifted.

It was heavier than he expected.

The weight dragged at his sore arms immediately. He adjusted his grip, jaw tightening, and lifted again. The butt of the halberd scraped against the floor before he found the balance.

Behind him, someone snorted.

Max did not turn.

The halberd was too long, too awkward, and probably too much for someone who had eaten properly for the first time in days less than a night ago.

But it felt right.

Not easy.

Right.

He carried it back to the line.

Instructor Voss watched him the entire way.

Max did not look at him.

When all eighteen had chosen, Voss walked down the line.

His gaze passed over each weapon.

Hammer. Spear. Dagger. Sword. Staff. Axe. Knife. Spear. Spear. Hammer. Shield. Mace. Spear. Axe. Bow. Club. Sword.

Then Max’s halberd.

Voss stopped.

He looked at the weapon.

Then at Max.

“Ambitious.”

Max did not know if he was meant to answer.

He chose silence.

Voss’s mouth twitched faintly.

“Perhaps not entirely stupid.”

That felt dangerously close to praise.

Max did not trust it.

Voss stepped back into the centre of the hall.

“Your weapon is not your friend,” he said. “It does not care if you live. It will not save you because you admire it. It will cut you, tire you, betray your poor grip, expose your weak stance, and magnify every flaw in your body.”

He raised one huge hand.

“Respect it. Maintain it. Learn it. Or die holding something you never deserved.”

One of the recruits near the middle of the line laughed.

Not loudly.

Barely more than a breath.

But the hall was quiet.

Everyone heard.

It was Seventeen-Fifteen.

Max did not know his old name. He had been one of the later prisoners picked up on the road, a wiry man with a scar across his lip and an Innate Skill no one had mentioned aloud. He had chosen a mace and held it too confidently, like a man who had swung one before.

Instructor Voss turned his head.

The recruit grinned.

Bad idea, Max thought immediately.

Seventeen-Fifteen rolled his shoulders. “So this is it? We pick sticks and you scare us? I thought the Red Order was meant to be impressive.”

The temperature in the hall seemed to drop.

Serra closed her eyes briefly, as if annoyed by paperwork already.

Voss faced him fully.

“Step forward.”

Seventeen-Fifteen did.

He swaggered.

Actually swaggered.

Max stared at him, unable to understand how anyone could be that stupid after the courtyard speech, the contract, the rules, and the bed punishment.

Maybe some people mistook fear for weakness when it was not aimed at them.

Voss stood with his hands at his sides.

“Your number,” he said.

“Seventeen-Fifteen.”

“Your rule?”

The recruit’s grin widened. “Obey instructors.”

“Another.”

“No harming instructors unless ordered.”

“Correct.”

Then Seventeen-Fifteen moved.

Fast.

Too fast for an ordinary man.

His mace came up in both hands, and his body blurred forward with sudden explosive force. Not just muscle. Skill. Ability. Something activated in the shift of his stance, in the way the air snapped around him.

Gasps broke from the line.

Max felt the contract in his own wrist flare with sudden heat.

Seventeen-Fifteen swung at Voss’s head.

The mace never landed.

Voss caught his arm.

Not the mace.

The arm.

One huge hand closed around Seventeen-Fifteen’s forearm just below the elbow. The sound of the impact cracked through the hall.

For a heartbeat, everything froze.

The recruit’s grin vanished.

Voss looked almost disappointed.

“You used an ability,” he said.

Seventeen-Fifteen screamed as red light flared beneath his skin.

The contract.

It crawled up his neck, across his face, down his arm. His body locked. The mace fell from his fingers into the sand.

Voss did not let go.

“You attacked an instructor,” he said.

The recruit tried to speak.

Only a strangled sound came out.

Voss’s other hand closed around his upper arm.

Max knew what was about to happen a fraction before it did.

He looked away too late.

Voss pulled.

The sound was wet, sharp, and terrible.

Seventeen-Fifteen’s scream tore through the training hall.

His arm came free.

For one stunned second, the recruit staggered upright, blood pouring down one side of his body, red contract-light flickering wildly beneath his skin.

Then Voss kicked him behind the knee.

Seventeen-Fifteen hit the sand.

The hall had become silent except for his screaming.

Voss dropped the severed arm beside him.

He looked down at the recruit.

“You were warned.”

Then he lifted one boot.

Max’s stomach turned.

Perrin made a small broken sound beside him.

The boot came down.

There was a crack.

The screaming stopped.

No one moved.

No one breathed.

Blood darkened the sand.

Voss stepped back and scraped his boot once against the ground.

Serra looked at the line of recruits.

“Eyes forward.”

Several had looked away.

Including Max.

“Eyes forward,” she repeated.

This time, no one disobeyed.

Max forced himself to look.

Seventeen-Fifteen lay still in the sand. His mace rested a few feet away. His arm lay separately. Blood spread beneath him in a dark, widening stain.

Max’s hands tightened around the halberd shaft until his knuckles hurt.

The hollow thing inside him opened wide.

Pain.

Fear.

Blood.

Death.

Power.

It pulled toward all of it.

Max nearly dropped the weapon.

No.

He clenched his teeth and forced the emptiness down, though he had no idea if it listened to him or merely waited.

Voss turned back to the line.

There was not a single drop of fear on his face.

Not anger either.

Only certainty.

“This is the first lesson,” he said.

His voice was exactly as calm as before.

“Rules are not decoration. Contracts are not ink. Instructors are not obstacles for you to test your courage against. You are not rebels here. You are not heroes. You are recruits.”

He gestured toward the body.

“That was a recruit who forgot.”

No one spoke.

“He used an ability without instruction. He attacked an instructor. The contract punished him. I finished the lesson.”

Perrin trembled so badly the tip of his short sword shook.

Voss saw.

“Seventeen-Four.”

Perrin flinched. “Yes, Instructor.”

“Will you attack an instructor?”

“No, Instructor.”

“Will you use an ability without command?”

“No, Instructor.”

“Will you remember this?”

Perrin’s eyes flicked to the body, then back. “Yes, Instructor.”

“Good.”

Voss looked at the rest of them.

“Will all of you remember this?”

“Yes, Instructor,” the intake answered.

Not together.

Not strong.

But they answered.

Voss turned to Serra. “Remove the waste.”

Two older recruits came from the edge of the hall carrying a stretcher and a bucket of sand. Their faces were blank. Too blank. They lifted what remained of Seventeen-Fifteen onto the stretcher and carried him away. Another recruit poured sand over the blood and raked it flat.

The whole process took less than a minute.

That horrified Max almost as much as the killing.

Blackhold knew how to clean up bodies quickly.

Voss waited until the sand was level again.

Then he clapped his hands once.

The sound made half the line flinch.

“Training groups.”

Instructors moved forward from the far wall.

A woman with a shaved head and a long spear stepped toward Hale and the other spear recruits. “Pole thrust weapons with me.”

A broad man carrying two axes gestured to Jessa and the axe users. “Axes.”

A narrow instructor with a scarred mouth beckoned Perrin and the sword recruits. “Blades.”

A thick-armed woman with a hammer nearly as large as Garron’s pointed at him and the others with heavy weapons. “Hammers and impact.”

Lysa looked toward the dagger instructor, who was small, smiling, and somehow more frightening than Voss.

“Knives,” the woman said sweetly. “Come learn how little you know.”

Lysa’s smile answered hers.

Max waited.

The halberd felt heavier with every passing moment.

A man stepped from the shadows near the polearm racks.

He was old.

Not elderly. Not frail. But old in the way stone was old, weathered without being weakened. His hair was iron-grey, tied at the nape of his neck. He wore no armour, only a dark training coat and gloves. A long scar ran from beneath his right eye down to his jaw. In his hands he carried a polearm similar to Max’s halberd, though longer and more worn.

His eyes settled on Max.

“Halberd,” he said.

Max straightened. “Yes, Instructor.”

The old man looked him up and down.

“You chose that?”

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Why?”

Max hesitated.

Because it felt right sounded stupid.

Because I wanted reach sounded obvious.

Because swords are for people with names sounded too honest.

“It has options,” Max said.

The old man’s eyebrow twitched.

“Options,” he repeated.

“Yes, Instructor.”

A long pause.

Then the instructor nodded once.

“Better answer than most.”

He turned and began walking toward a cleared section of the hall.

“Bring it, Seventeen-Six.”

Max followed.

Behind him, the intake split apart into smaller groups. The silence left by Seventeen-Fifteen’s death followed all of them. No one joked. No one whispered. No one tested the weight of their weapon with excitement anymore.

They moved carefully.

Obediently.

Afraid.

Max reached the cleared sand where the old instructor waited.

The man planted the butt of his halberd into the floor.

“I am Instructor Cael,” he said. “I teach polearms that are not simple spears. Halberds, glaives, bills, hooks, long axes, and other weapons chosen by recruits who either think too much or not enough.”

Max did not respond.

Cael looked at Max’s grip.

Then at his stance.

Then at the weapon.

“You are weak.”

Max’s jaw tightened. “Yes, Instructor.”

“Too thin.”

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Bruised.”

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Recently starved.”

Max said nothing for half a heartbeat too long.

Cael’s eyes sharpened.

“Yes, Instructor,” Max said.

“You have no idea how to hold that weapon.”

“No, Instructor.”

“You will hate it by midday.”

Max looked at the halberd.

Then back at him.

“Yes, Instructor.”

Cael studied him for a moment.

“Good.”

Max blinked.

“Good?”

“Hate is honest,” Cael said. “Most recruits begin by loving the weapon they chose. Love makes them stupid. Hate teaches faster.”

He stepped closer and kicked Max’s left foot outward.

“Wider stance.”

Max adjusted.

Cael struck the side of his knee with the shaft of his halberd.

“Bent. You are not a fence post.”

Max bent his knees.

“Hands.”

Max shifted his grip.

Cael sighed.

“No.”

The next hour became pain.

Not the wild terror of Voss’s lesson. Not the collective punishment of the barracks. A different kind of pain. Precise. Repetitive. Humiliating.

Cael corrected everything.

Feet.

Hands.

Shoulders.

Grip.

Distance.

How Max held the shaft.

How he breathed.

How he stood.

How he lowered the blade without letting the weight drag him forward.

Max did not swing once.

Not properly.

He only held the halberd.

Raised it.

Lowered it.

Shifted.

Set.

Reset.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Across the hall, Garron grunted under hammer drills. Perrin yelped as the sword instructor slapped his wrist with a wooden blade. Lysa laughed once, then went silent after the knife instructor tripped her so neatly she landed flat on her back. Hale moved through spear positions with the grim focus of someone counting each breath.

The sand where Seventeen-Fifteen had died had already been disturbed by boots.

Only a darker patch remained.

Max tried not to look at it.

“Eyes here,” Cael said.

The butt of his halberd tapped Max’s chest.

Max refocused.

“You look at death after training,” Cael said. “During training, you look where the next blow comes from.”

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Again.”

Max raised the halberd.

His arms shook.

“Again.”

He lowered it.

His shoulder burned.

“Again.”

The hollow thing beneath his ribs remained quiet now.

Watching, perhaps.

Waiting.

Learning the weight of wood and steel through his hands.

Max did not know whether that thought belonged to him or it.

He only knew that by the end of the first hour, his palms ached, his back hurt, his arms trembled, and the halberd no longer felt like three ideas about killing forced into one body.

It felt like a question.

One he was not strong enough to answer yet.

Cael stepped back.

“Rest position.”

Max nearly sagged.

Cael’s eyes narrowed.

“Rest does not mean collapse.”

Max straightened through sheer spite.

The old instructor nodded faintly.

“Better.”

From the centre of the hall, Voss’s voice thundered.

“Intake Seventeen!”

All groups stopped.

Every recruit turned.

Voss stood where Seventeen-Fifteen had died, hands clasped behind his back.

“You have chosen,” he said. “Your instructors have seen the first shape of your ignorance. Remember it. By the end of this week, some of you will wish you had gone to the mines.”

Max believed him.

Voss’s gaze swept over them.

“By the end of the month, some of you will be dead.”

Max believed that too.

“By the end of training, those who remain may be worth the food they eat.”

The words hit Max strangely.

Worth the food.

He thought of the orphanage. Veller. Four coppers. The pie. The magistrate. The contract. The number stitched over his heart.

Seventeen-Six.

He tightened his grip on the halberd.

Cael noticed.

“Careful,” the old instructor murmured. “Grip too hard and the weapon owns your hands.”

Max loosened his fingers.

Voss lifted one hand.

“Training begins now.”

The instructors turned back to their groups.

Cael raised his halberd.

Max mirrored him badly.

The old man’s scarred mouth tightened.

“Again,” he said.

Max moved.

Outside, beyond stone walls and dark clouds, dawn finally broke over Blackhold.

Inside, Intake Seventeen learned what the Red Order meant by forge.

            

    
        Blood in the Sand

    
    
    
    
                A month passed in pain.

Not clean pain.

Not the sharp, heroic kind sung about in taverns by men who had never slept with bruises layered over bruises. Blackhold gave pain without music. It came cold before dawn, screamed from the iron bell, and waited in the barracks before the recruits had even opened their eyes.

At first, Max had thought the press-ups on the first morning were punishment.

By the end of the first week, he understood they had been an introduction.

They ran before breakfast.

They ran in rain. They ran in wind. They ran when the mountain air cut the lungs and when mud tried to steal their boots. They ran along the outer wall, through the training yard, down into the lower tunnels, and up stairs so steep Perrin once vomited halfway to the top and was ordered to keep moving unless he wanted to clean it with his tongue.

They learned to make their beds properly.

Fast.

No recruit in Intake Seventeen forgot after the first week.

They learned to stand in silence. To eat quickly but not greedily. To wash before sleep even when every muscle begged them to collapse. To answer to numbers before names could rise in their throats.

Seventeen-One.

Seventeen-Two.

Seventeen-Three.

Seventeen-Four.

Seventeen-Six.

Max hated the number less by the tenth day.

That frightened him more than the punishments.

The body learned what the mind resisted. A shout of “Seventeen-Six” from across the yard made him turn before he thought. The red stitching over his breast became familiar. The wooden plaque above his bunk stopped looking like an insult and started looking like a place.

He held onto Max in smaller ways.

At night, when the barracks went quiet and the others breathed in exhausted sleep, he opened his menu.
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The System remembered.

So did he.

Then the bell would ring again, and Seventeen-Six would rise.

Training filled everything.

Garron, Seventeen-One, learned the hammer with brutal joy. The heavy weapon suited him. He moved slowly at first, but when he struck, the impact travelled through the sand and into the bones of anyone close enough to feel it. His instructor shouted constantly that strength meant nothing without timing. Garron listened, failed, listened again, and began to improve.

Hale, Seventeen-Two, was frightening with a spear.

Not because she was fast. Lysa was fast. Perrin was quick when terror moved him. Hale was something else. Precise. Patient. She treated every thrust like a sentence being completed. Her instructor rarely praised her, but he stopped correcting her stance after the second week.

Lysa, Seventeen-Three, took to knives like she had been born with one in each hand.

Her instructor, a smiling woman named Instructor Pell, beat arrogance out of her daily and failed to remove the smile. Lysa collected bruises the way other people collected coins. By the third week, she had learned to vanish inside another person’s reach and appear where they least wanted her.

Perrin, Seventeen-Four, hated the sword.

The sword hated him back.

He dropped it. Fumbled it. Held it too stiffly. Swung too wide. Flinched too early. His instructor struck his knuckles so many times they stayed swollen for days. But Perrin did not quit. That surprised Max. It surprised Perrin more. By the fourth week, his movements still looked nervous, but less like panic and more like caution.

Max learned the halberd.

Slowly.

Painfully.

Instructor Cael did not teach the weapon like a man teaching a boy to fight. He taught it like a man correcting a long list of personal failures.

“Hands.”

Max shifted them.

“Wrong.”

The shaft cracked against his knuckles.

“Feet.”

Max widened his stance.

“Too wide. You are not trying to give birth.”

The butt of Cael’s halberd struck his ankle.

“Again.”

Max moved.

“Again.”

Again became a word carved into his bones.

In the first week, Max learned that the halberd was too heavy.

In the second, he learned that it was not too heavy. He was too weak.

In the third, he learned that strength alone made the weapon clumsy. Grip too tight, and the shaft dragged his hands. Grip too loose, and the blade wandered. Push too hard, and the weight betrayed him. Hold back, and the weapon became nothing but a long stick with expensive metal on the end.

“Reach is not safety,” Cael told him while circling. “Reach is debt. Every inch you gain must be paid for with balance. Forget that, and a man with a knife will crawl under your blade and open you from groin to throat.”

Max adjusted his stance.

Cael struck the back of his knee anyway.

“Too slow.”

By the fourth week, Max no longer collapsed after morning runs.

He still hated them.

He simply survived them better.

Food changed him.

Training changed him more.

He had arrived at Blackhold half-starved, all sharp bones and anger. A month of regular meals, brutal drills, and sleep stolen in deep exhausted chunks began to fill him out. Not much. He was still lean, still narrower than most, still young beside men like Garron. But his face lost the hollow look. His arms hardened. His shoulders thickened beneath the grey tunic. His hands grew callused where the halberd shaft rubbed them raw.

Bruises became maps across his body.

Yellow at the edges. Purple at the centre. Some layered over older ones until he could not remember which mistake had caused which mark.

The halberd became familiar.

Not easy.

Never easy.

But familiar.

He learned to set the spear point toward a charge. To hook behind a knee. To threaten with the spike, then cut with the axe blade. To use the butt end when someone pressed too close. To turn the shaft through his hands without letting the weight pull him off-line. To move with the weapon instead of against it.

Cael never praised him.

But one afternoon, after Max completed a sequence without being struck, the old instructor grunted.

That was almost worse.

Max thought about it for the rest of the day.

His Skill remained silent.

Mostly.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs did not vanish. It watched from inside him. That was the only way he could think of it. It stirred when he was hurt. It stirred when blood hit sand. It stirred when contracts flared red around a recruit stupid enough to use an ability without permission.

It stirred most when he was close to people in pain.

Max hated that.

He told no one.

The contract rule sat heavy in his mind.

Do not conceal prohibited changes.

But what was a change? A feeling? A hunger? Something that had been there since the jail?

The healer had told Serra not to activate his Innate Skill without supervision.

As if he knew how.

As if he would.

So Max kept training. Kept eating. Kept answering to Seventeen-Six. Kept opening his menu at night and finding no new Skills, no abilities, no explanation.

Then came the test.

It happened on the thirtieth morning.

The bell rang.

The recruits rose.

No beds failed inspection.

No one spoke at breakfast.

The silence was different that day. Not fearful exactly. Tight. Even the older recruits in the mess hall watched them with the faint interest of people waiting for something unpleasant to happen to someone else.

Perrin noticed first.

“They know something,” he whispered over his porridge.

Lysa did not look up. “Everyone here knows something. That’s how they make you feel stupid.”

“No. I mean us.”

Garron tore his bread in half. “Probably another run.”

Perrin looked wounded. “Why would you say that?”

“Because if I expect a run, anything else feels kind.”

Hale ate slowly. “It will be combat.”

The table went quiet.

Max looked at her.

“How do you know?” Perrin asked.

“Instructors corrected less yesterday,” Hale said. “Watched more. Pell sharpened blades after evening drill. Voss spoke to the healer. Serra checked the old duelling rings.”

Lysa smiled faintly. “You are unsettling, Two.”

Hale looked at her. “You smell like rat.”

“I like that about me.”

Max glanced toward the instructor table.

Serra sat beside Voss, speaking quietly. Voss’s expression was as warm as a stone wall. Instructor Cael was there too, eating black bread and staring at nothing.

Then Cael’s eyes moved.

They found Max.

Max looked down at his bowl.

His appetite faded.

After breakfast, Intake Seventeen was marched not to the training hall, but to the lower yard.

It was a wide square of packed sand enclosed by black stone walls. The sky above hung dark and overcast, heavy with clouds that threatened rain but had not yet broken. Torches burned along the walls despite morning light. Their flames bent in the wind.

At the centre of the yard were nine circles marked in white chalk.

Duelling rings.

Max stopped breathing for half a step.

Nine.

There were eighteen of them left.

Older recruits stood along the edges. Instructors gathered near the far wall. A healer waited beneath an awning, sleeves rolled up, expression bored in a way that made Max deeply uneasy.

Beside the healer were nine stretchers.

Empty.

Waiting.

Instructor Voss stood before Intake Seventeen.

No one spoke.

No one needed to.

They all saw the rings.

They all counted.

Voss let them.

Then he smiled.

It was the smallest expression, barely more than a tightening at one corner of his mouth, but it was enough to make Perrin go pale.

“Today,” Voss said, “Intake Seventeen becomes useful.”

The wind crossed the yard.

A red banner snapped on the wall above them.

“You have trained for one month,” Voss continued. “You have eaten the Order’s food. Worn the Order’s cloth. Slept under the Order’s roof. Some of you have improved. Some of you have merely survived proximity to better recruits.”

His eyes moved across them.

“Survival is not enough.”

Max’s fingers flexed at his sides.

Beside him, Lysa had gone very still.

Hale looked at the nine rings and nothing else.

Voss clasped his hands behind his back.

“The Red Order does not need eighteen weak recruits. It needs nine who have cut weakness away.”

Perrin whispered something too quiet to hear.

Serra’s head turned slightly.

He shut up.

“Today, you will fight one on one,” Voss said. “You will use sharpened weapons. You will fight until one recruit in each ring is dead.”

The words did not land at first.

They were too large.

Too stupid.

Too impossible.

Then someone made a low choking sound.

One of the twins.

“No,” he whispered.

Serra’s baton cracked across his stomach so fast Max barely saw her move.

The twin folded with a gasp.

Voss did not look at him.

“There will be no surrender,” he said. “No ring-out. No mercy call. No yielding. The duel ends when one recruit dies.”

Perrin was shaking now.

Garron stared straight ahead, jaw clenched hard enough to crack teeth.

Lysa’s face had lost every trace of humour.

Tovel looked as if he might bolt despite the contract.

Hale closed her eyes once.

Then opened them.

Voss continued, voice flat and certain.

“Any recruit who refuses to fight will be executed. Any recruit who attempts to flee will be executed. Any recruit who uses an unauthorised Skill or ability will be punished by contract and, if still alive, executed. Innate Skills that manifest passively will be judged by the instructors present.”

Max felt the hollow thing beneath his ribs stir.

Passively.

Judged.

His mouth went dry.

“This is not cruelty,” Voss said.

No one believed him.

Perhaps that did not matter.

“This is selection. In battle, weak comrades kill better ones. Cowards open gaps in shield lines. Fools waste rations, space, and time. The first month has shown us who can hold a weapon. Today shows us who can use one when consequence stands across the sand.”

His gaze swept over them.

“Half of you will die. Half of you will continue.”

Silence.

Then the healer beneath the awning sighed and checked the bandages stacked beside her, as if this were just another morning.

Max stared at the stretchers.

Nine.

He thought of the orphanage.

Of Alfie.

Of promising to return.

He thought of the magistrate sentencing him to the mines.

Of Draven saying they would be forged into knights or die.

He had thought that meant eventually.

He had been stupid.

Weapons were brought out.

Not training weapons.

Real ones.

Steel bright from sharpening. Edges oiled. Points glinting in the torchlight. Each weapon matched the recruits’ chosen forms, but these were not the dulled pieces they had drilled with for a month.

Max saw his halberd immediately.

The axe blade had been sharpened until the edge caught the faint morning light like a line of water. The spear point was narrow and cruel. The rear spike curved slightly downward, meant to hook flesh, armour, shield, bone.

Instructor Cael carried it to him personally.

Max looked at the weapon.

Then at the old instructor.

Cael’s face showed nothing.

“Take it, Seventeen-Six.”

Max reached out.

His hand closed around the shaft.

The weapon felt the same.

That was the worst part.

Same weight. Same balance. Same dark wood beneath his palm.

Only now it was honest about what it had always been for.

Cael leaned slightly closer.

“Do not think about killing,” he said quietly.

Max stared at him.

“Think about living.”

Then Cael stepped away.

The first pairing was called.

“Seventeen-One. Seventeen-Eighteen.”

Garron stepped forward.

So did Seventeen-Eighteen, one of the later recruits from the road, a narrow man with a long-handled axe and twitching eyes. Max barely knew him. He had spoken little. Stolen horses, maybe. Or burned a barn. Something that had seemed important before Blackhold made everything smaller.

They entered the first ring.

Voss lifted one hand.

“Begin.”

Seventeen-Eighteen attacked immediately.

He screamed as he came, axe raised high, face twisted by terror into something animal. Garron did not move until the last moment. Then he stepped aside and swung his hammer.

The blow hit the man’s ribs.

There was a sound like a dropped crate full of sticks.

Seventeen-Eighteen staggered, but fear kept him moving. He swung back wildly. The axe blade cut across Garron’s upper arm, opening a red line through grey cloth and skin.

Garron roared.

Not in pain.

In anger.

His hammer came down on the man’s knee.

The leg folded the wrong way.

Seventeen-Eighteen fell screaming.

Garron stood over him, chest heaving.

For one heartbeat, Max thought he would stop.

He didn’t.

He raised the hammer with both hands and brought it down on the man’s head.

The screaming ended.

Blood and worse sank into the sand.

“Victory, Seventeen-One,” Voss called.

Garron stared at what he had done.

Then vomited beside the body.

No one laughed.

The second duel was Hale’s.

“Seventeen-Two. Seventeen-Ten.”

Seventeen-Ten was Brint, the grave robber with Night Eyes. He had chosen a long knife and spent the last month learning how to move low and fast. Hale entered the ring with her spear.

Brint smiled at her.

It looked forced.

“Nothing personal,” he said.

Hale set her spear point toward him. “It is now.”

“Begin.”

Brint lunged low.

Hale retreated one step and thrust.

He twisted away.

Fast.

Too fast.

His knife flashed toward her thigh. Hale turned the cut with the shaft of her spear, but Brint was already inside her reach. He slashed across her ribs. Blood darkened her tunic.

Perrin made a strangled sound.

Hale’s face did not change.

Brint pressed, knife moving in quick bright arcs. Hale gave ground, blocking with the spear shaft, trying to regain distance. He cut her forearm. Then her shoulder. Then ducked beneath a thrust and drove his knife toward her stomach.

Hale dropped the spear.

Max’s eyes widened.

Brint’s blade entered her side.

Hale caught his wrist with both hands.

Then she headbutted him.

Once.

Twice.

Brint reeled.

Hale pulled the knife from her own side and slammed her forehead into his face a third time. His nose broke flat. He stumbled back, stunned.

Hale retrieved her spear from the sand with one hand.

Blood ran down her side.

Brint tried to blink his eyes clear.

Hale thrust.

The spear point entered his throat and came out the back.

Brint dropped his knife.

Hale ripped the spear free.

“Victory, Seventeen-Two.”

She did not vomit.

She simply pressed one hand to her wounded side and walked from the ring toward the healer.

The third duel was Lysa’s.

“Seventeen-Three. Seventeen-Seven.”

Seventeen-Seven was Jessa with Iron Nails, shield and axe in hand. She had a bitter smile and thick arms. She had spent the month learning to hide behind the shield until her opponent tired.

Lysa entered with two knives.

Not one.

Two.

Pell must have permitted it.

Jessa sneered. “Should have picked a bigger weapon.”

Lysa smiled back.

“Should have picked a smaller shield.”

“Begin.”

Jessa came hard.

Shield first. Axe ready.

Lysa moved.

Not back.

Sideways.

She slipped around the first rush, knife flicking out to cut Jessa’s arm. Jessa pivoted and slammed the shield into her. Lysa hit the sand, rolled, came up laughing, then lost the laugh when the axe cut across her hip.

Blood sprayed.

Lysa hissed.

Jessa advanced behind the shield, eyes bright now. “Not so quick.”

Lysa threw one knife.

It struck the shield and bounced.

Stupid, Max thought.

Then Lysa dropped flat as Jessa’s gaze followed the thrown blade for half a breath.

The second knife sliced behind Jessa’s knee.

Jessa fell with a curse.

Lysa crawled over her like a rat over sleeping bread.

Jessa tried to bring the shield around.

Too slow.

Lysa drove the knife into the side of her neck and held it there while Jessa thrashed. Blood pulsed over Lysa’s hand. Jessa’s axe fell. Her shield scraped once against the sand.

Then stopped.

“Victory, Seventeen-Three.”

Lysa stayed crouched over the body for a moment too long.

Instructor Pell called her number softly.

Lysa stood.

Her face was pale now.

The smile was gone.

The fourth duel shattered Perrin.

“Seventeen-Four. Seventeen-Thirteen.”

Perrin turned white.

Seventeen-Thirteen was one of the twins.

The one who had failed to make his bed on the first morning.

The other twin, Seventeen-Twelve, made a sound that broke halfway out of his throat.

“No,” Thirteen whispered.

Voss looked at him.

Thirteen gripped his spear with both hands, shaking. “No, please. Not him. Not—”

Serra stepped toward him.

His brother spoke quickly. “Fight. You have to fight.”

Thirteen looked at him.

Twelve’s eyes were wet.

“You have to,” Twelve said.

Perrin stood frozen with his sword.

Max wanted to say something.

Nothing would matter.

They entered the ring.

Perrin could barely lift his blade.

Thirteen’s spear point trembled so badly it drew circles in the air.

“Begin,” Voss said.

Neither moved.

For three heartbeats, they simply stared at each other.

Voss sighed.

Serra drew her sword.

That moved them.

Thirteen thrust first, clumsy and terrified. Perrin knocked the spear aside by reflex. He stepped forward, then stopped before cutting.

Thirteen jabbed again.

This time the spear point sliced across Perrin’s cheek.

Blood ran down his face.

Perrin touched it with his free hand, staring at the red on his fingers.

Something changed.

Not courage.

Not skill.

Panic choosing a direction.

He lunged.

The sword caught Thirteen across the arm. The spear fell from one hand. Thirteen stumbled back, crying openly now.

“I’m sorry,” Perrin said.

Then Thirteen punched him in the mouth.

Perrin fell.

The spear came down.

Max flinched.

Perrin rolled aside barely in time. The point stabbed into sand beside his head. He kicked Thirteen’s bad arm. Thirteen screamed and dropped the spear.

They both went for weapons.

Perrin reached his sword first.

Thirteen reached for the spear.

Perrin swung from his knees.

The blade cut into Thirteen’s stomach.

The twin froze.

Perrin froze with him.

Thirteen looked down at the sword buried in him.

Then at Perrin.

“Sorry,” Perrin whispered again.

Thirteen collapsed onto him.

They fell together in the sand.

For a moment, no one knew who had won.

Then Perrin crawled out from beneath the body, covered in blood and shaking so badly he could not stand.

Seventeen-Twelve screamed.

Not a battle cry.

Not rage.

Grief.

He lunged toward the ring.

The contract flared red across his skin and locked him mid-step. He crashed to the sand outside the chalk circle, body rigid, teeth clenched so hard blood ran from his mouth.

Serra stood over him.

“Stay.”

Twelve trembled.

His brother lay dead ten paces away.

“Victory, Seventeen-Four,” Voss called.

Perrin vomited blood and breakfast into the sand.

Max could not look away.

The next duels blurred.

Tovel died quickly.

He faced Sella, the silver-haired woman with Poison Taste, who fought with a short blade and terrifying calm. Tovel spent too much of the duel backing away, eyes flicking toward the instructors as if hoping someone would stop it. Sella cut his wrist, then his inner thigh, then his throat when he fell.

Seventeen-Twelve, the surviving twin, was forced into the sixth ring still shaking from the contract’s punishment.

He fought like someone already dead.

He killed the man across from him anyway.

Not cleanly. Not well. He took a spear through the shoulder, broke the shaft with both hands, then drove the splintered wood into the other recruit’s eye until the man stopped moving.

When Voss called his victory, Twelve did not rise for a long time.

Old Renn won his duel with Weight Step.

His opponent, a young woman with a bow forced into close range, never found space to shoot. Renn brought one foot down, the sand jumped, her knees buckled, and his mace crushed her chest before she could breathe again.

Then Max’s number came.

“Seventeen-Six.”

His hands were already on the halberd.

He had known it was coming. Every duel had been a countdown. Every scream, every death, every victory had brought him closer to the chalk circle.

Still, when Voss called him, his body felt distant.

Seventeen-Six stepped forward.

Max followed inside him.

“Seventeen-Eleven.”

Old Renn turned.

Of course.

Max’s mouth went dry.

Renn had just killed. His mace was wet. His shield bore a fresh cut. Blood streaked one side of his face, not all of it his. He walked with a limp, but the limp seemed less like weakness now and more like rhythm.

Weight Step.

Mace and shield.

Experience.

Max entered the ring.

The sand beneath his boots was damp in places. Not from rain.

Renn looked at him.

There was no hatred there.

That made it worse.

“Boy,” Renn said quietly.

“Don’t,” Max said.

Renn’s mouth tightened.

For a moment, the older man looked almost sad.

Then he raised his shield.

Max set the halberd.

Across the yard, Cael watched without expression.

The sharpened blade felt very light in Max’s hands.

Too light.

“Begin,” Voss said.

Renn moved first.

He advanced behind the shield, careful and steady.

Max set the spear point toward him.

Distance.

Debt.

Balance.

Renn closed.

Max thrust.

Renn knocked the spear point aside with his shield and kept coming.

Too close.

Max shifted back, dragging the butt end through sand, then cut sideways with the axe blade.

Renn ducked behind the shield.

The halberd struck wood with a heavy crack that jarred Max’s arms.

This time, the sharpened blade bit into the shield rim.

It stuck.

Renn’s mace came over the top.

Max released one hand, twisted, and barely avoided the full blow. The mace clipped his shoulder instead of crushing his skull.

Pain flared.

Max tore the halberd free with a splintering sound and stumbled back.

Renn pressed.

Shield. Mace. Step.

Max thrust toward Renn’s thigh.

Renn shifted.

His foot slammed down.

Weight Step.

The sand jumped.

No.

The world jumped.

The impact travelled through Max’s legs like a hammer blow. His knees buckled. He nearly fell, and Renn’s mace swept toward his head.

Max dropped lower on instinct.

The mace passed over him.

He jabbed with the butt of the halberd.

It caught Renn in the ribs.

The older man grunted but did not stop.

His shield slammed into Max’s chest.

Air burst from Max’s lungs.

He hit the sand hard enough to see stars.

Renn stood over him.

“Stay down,” Renn said.

Max coughed.

His fingers still held the halberd.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred.

Not yet.

Renn lifted the mace.

Max rolled.

The mace struck the sand where his head had been.

Max came up on one knee and thrust upward.

The spear point drove into Renn’s thigh.

Not deep enough.

But deep.

Blood ran down the shaft.

Renn roared and kicked him in the chest.

Max fell back, dragging the halberd with him.

The point tore free.

Renn staggered.

The hollow thing inside Max opened.

Blood.

Pain.

Power.

It pulled.

Max gasped.

The world sharpened.

He felt Renn’s blood hot on the spear point. Felt the tremor in the older man’s wounded leg. Felt the heavy pulse of Skill gathering in his feet. Felt fear beneath Renn’s determination.

The hollow thing wanted all of it.

Renn attacked.

Max rose into the movement.

Not gracefully.

Not perfectly.

But with everything Cael had beaten into him.

He set the halberd shaft across his body, caught the mace on the wood, let the impact slide instead of meeting it. His hands burned. His shoulder screamed. He stepped right, turned the shaft, hooked the back spike around Renn’s shield edge, and pulled.

Renn resisted.

Too strong.

Max pulled harder.

The hollow thing pulled with him.

For an instant, Renn’s strength seemed to thin.

Not vanish.

Thin.

Renn’s eyes widened.

Max felt warmth rush through his hands.

He did not understand.

He did not stop.

The shield shifted.

Just enough.

Max drove the spear point forward.

It entered beneath Renn’s ribs.

This time, it went deep.

Renn made a wet sound.

Max stared at him across the halberd shaft.

The hollow thing lunged.

Something poured into Max.

Not blood. Not exactly.

Heat.

Weight.

Pain.

A memory of heavy boots striking earth.

A sense of down, pressure, force, the body becoming a hammer through the foot.

Weight Step.

Max screamed.

Renn screamed too.

The halberd shaft vibrated between them.

The contract mark burned beneath Max’s skin, not punishing, not stopping, only watching. Judging whether this was Skill use or something else. Whether Absorption had been ordered. Whether it had acted. Whether Max had acted.

Renn shoved himself backward.

The halberd came free.

Blood spilled down his tunic.

He dropped his shield.

His mace slipped in his grip.

Max stood shaking, both hands on the halberd, blood running down the blade and across the shaft toward his fingers.

The hollow thing was awake now.

Hungry.

More.

Renn fell to one knee.

“Finish,” Voss said.

The word crossed the yard like a blade.

Max looked at him.

Voss stared back.

No mercy.

No surrender.

No ring-out.

No yielding.

The duel ends when one recruit dies.

Renn looked up at Max.

He was breathing in short, wet pulls.

His mace lay in the sand beside him.

“Do it,” Renn rasped.

Max’s hands shook.

“I—”

“Do it.”

For a heartbeat, Max saw him not as Seventeen-Eleven, not as a criminal, not as the man who had almost crushed his skull.

He saw an old man who had collapsed a debt collector’s porch.

A man who had eaten stew in the wagon.

A man who had survived long enough to die in a chalk circle because the Red Order wanted fewer mouths.

Max wanted to drop the weapon.

He wanted to scream.

He wanted to wake up in the orphanage with rain on the cracked window and Alfie throwing a pillow at his face.

Instead, he stepped forward.

Renn closed his eyes.

Max swung.

The halberd blade took him across the neck.

This time, sharpened steel did what it was made to do.

Renn fell sideways into the sand.

Blood spread beneath him.

“Victory, Seventeen-Six,” Voss called.

Max stood over the body.

The yard was silent.

The hollow thing inside him opened wide enough to swallow the world.

Renn’s blood steamed faintly in the cold air.

Max could feel it.

Not imagine.

Feel.

Heat fading. Strength fading. Skill fading. All of it leaking away into sand. Waste. Terrible, impossible waste.

His breath came fast.

The halberd slipped from his fingers.

His knees hit the ground.

The hunger surged.

Max grabbed at his own chest as if he could hold it closed. The red number stitched over his heart twisted beneath his fingers.

17-6.

Not Max.

Not knight.

Not monster.

Not yet.

The blood called to him.

Renn’s cooling body called to him.

The faint echo of Weight Step inside him called back.

Max gagged.

“No,” he whispered.

No one moved toward him.

Maybe they thought he would attack.

Maybe they were right to.

The healer under the awning rose.

Instructor Cael stepped into the ring first.

Slowly.

Carefully.

“Seventeen-Six,” he said.

Max tried to answer.

The hollow thing pulled hard enough to make him bend over the sand.

Renn’s blood crawled toward him.

Only an inch.

Maybe less.

But it moved.

Max saw it.

So did Cael.

The old instructor’s hand tightened on his halberd.

“Voss,” Cael said.

The head instructor entered the ring.

His boots stopped beside Renn’s body, then turned toward Max.

“What happened?”

Max looked up at him.

Blood dripped from his chin. He did not know when he had bitten his tongue.

“I don’t know.”

Voss’s eyes narrowed.

Max’s hand pressed against his ribs. His fingers shook. Beneath the pain, beneath the fear, beneath the horror of what he had done, the hollow thing still reached toward Renn’s body.

Hungry.

So hungry.

“I don’t know,” Max said again, and hated how small his voice sounded.

The healer reached Renn first.

She knelt, pressed two fingers to his throat, then looked up.

“Dead.”

“Obviously,” Voss said.

She looked at Max next.

Her expression changed.

Not fear.

Concern, perhaps.

That was worse.

“He needs the infirmary.”

Voss did not look away from Max. “He is injured?”

“Likely ribs. Shoulder. Shock.” Her gaze dropped to the blood in the sand. “And something else.”

The hollow thing inside Max pulled again.

The blood shifted.

This time, more people saw.

Perrin made a sound from outside the ring.

Lysa whispered something Max could not hear.

Garron stared as if Max had become something he could no longer recognise.

Hale’s face was unreadable.

Voss crouched in front of Max.

“Is that your Skill?”

Max swallowed.

“I think so.”

“Did you activate it?”

“No.”

“Are you lying?”

The contract mark warmed beneath Max’s skin.

“No.”

No punishment came.

Voss looked at the blood creeping through the sand.

Then back at him.

“Can you stop it?”

Max clenched his jaw.

The hunger strained.

He thought of the orphanage.

Of Veller taking Alfie’s apple.

Of the pie in the mud.

Of four copper coins.

Of Draven saying names belonged to people.

Of the System line that still remembered him.

Name: Max.

He held onto that with everything he had.

The blood stopped moving.

The hollow thing recoiled, not satisfied, not beaten, but contained.

For now.

Max sagged.

The healer stepped closer.

“Do not touch his chest,” she said sharply to Cael.

Cael stopped.

Max blinked at her.

“What?”

“You heard me,” she said.

Voss stood. “Take him to the infirmary. Warded room. Serra, send word to the High Commander.”

Serra’s expression tightened. “Yes, Instructor.”

The healer crouched near Max, careful not to place her hand over his heart.

“I am going to help you stand,” she said. “If your Skill reaches for me, I will put you down until you wake without teeth. Do you understand?”

Max managed a weak nod.

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

His breath shook.

“Yes, Healer.”

She took his arm.

The hunger stirred, curious.

Max crushed it down.

Pain helped.

When he stood, his ribs screamed. His shoulder burned where Renn’s mace had clipped him. His legs trembled badly enough that the healer had to support more of his weight than he wanted.

Cael picked up Max’s halberd.

The blade was red.

The shaft near the head had darkened where Renn’s blood had run across it.

Not stained.

Changed.

Cael saw.

So did Voss.

Neither said anything.

As the healer led Max from the ring, Voss turned back to the surviving recruits.

“Eight duels remain complete,” he said. “One more pair unresolved.”

Perrin, still covered in another boy’s blood, stared at him in horror.

Voss’s voice did not change.

“Death does not end the day.”

Max looked back once.

Nine rings.

Nine bodies.

Nine survivors.

Older recruits had already stepped forward with buckets of sand.

Blackhold knew how to clean up bodies quickly.

The infirmary doors swallowed him in warmth, herb-smoke, and pale green light.

The last thing Max saw before the healer pushed him onto a cot was the red number stitched over his heart.

17-6.

The thing inside him pulsed once.

Hungry.

Quiet.

Stronger.

            

    
        The Taste of the Dead

    
    
    
    
                Max woke to silence.

Not the ordinary silence of a room after nightfall. Not the tired hush of sleeping recruits in the barracks, broken by snores, shifting blankets, muttered dreams, and the occasional curse from someone rolling onto a bruise.

This silence had weight.

It pressed against the walls.

It pressed against his skin.

It pressed against the thing beneath his ribs.

Max opened his eyes.

He lay on a narrow cot in a room he did not recognise.

Black stone walls surrounded him on all sides. No window. No second bed. No shelves. No table except a low iron stand beside the cot with a cup of water and a bowl of something pale and steaming. The ceiling was low, carved with lines that glowed faintly blue-white in the dimness. More lines ran down the walls and across the floor in interlocking circles.

Wards.

Max knew the word without knowing how.

The room smelled of herbs, cold iron, and old magic.

He tried to sit up.

Pain turned the world white.

He collapsed back onto the cot with a strangled hiss, one hand flying to his ribs.

Bad idea.

Very bad idea.

His side felt like someone had wedged a knife between each breath and twisted whenever his lungs moved. His shoulder throbbed with a deep, ugly ache. His tongue hurt where he had bitten it. His hands were clean now, but he remembered blood on them.

Renn’s blood.

The duel came back all at once.

Nine chalk circles.

Sharpened steel.

Garron’s hammer falling.

Hale’s spear punching through a throat.

Lysa crouched over Jessa with a knife buried in her neck.

Perrin whispering sorry.

Renn on one knee, bleeding and telling Max to finish it.

Max closed his eyes.

He still saw the halberd blade.

Still felt the impact through the shaft.

Still saw Renn fall.

His stomach twisted.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred in response.

Hungry.

Max’s eyes snapped open.

“No,” he whispered.

The wards on the walls brightened.

Only slightly.

But enough.

The hollow thing went still.

Max breathed shallowly, staring at the glowing lines.

The room was not just locked.

It was built to hold something.

To hold him.

A sound came from beyond the door.

Boots.

Several pairs.

Armour.

Keys turned in a lock Max could not see. Then another. Then a heavier mechanism slid back with a dull iron groan.

The door opened.

Cold air entered first.

Then High Commander Kael Draven stepped inside.

He wore black armour as always, though not the full plate from the road. This was lighter, fitted for movement, dark metal over black leather, red cloak clasped at his throat. His expression was unreadable.

Behind him came Sergeant Serra, one hand resting near her sword.

Instructor Voss entered after her, huge enough to make the doorway seem smaller. Instructor Cael followed, carrying Max’s halberd wrapped in dark cloth. Last came the healer, the same robed woman who had examined Max after the contract binding.

Two more Red Cloak knights remained outside the open door.

Between them, on a wheeled iron trolley, lay a covered shape.

Long.

Still.

Max knew what it was before the white sheet shifted and showed a dead hand.

Renn.

His mouth went dry.

Draven noticed.

Of course he did.

“You are awake,” the High Commander said.

Max tried to push himself up again.

The healer clicked her tongue sharply. “Do that if you want the ribs to heal crooked.”

Max stopped.

Draven glanced at the bowl beside the cot. “You have not eaten.”

“I just woke.”

“That has not stopped starving boys before.”

Max said nothing.

Draven stepped farther into the room. The wards brightened as he crossed one of the circles on the floor, then dimmed again when he stopped beside the cot.

The High Commander looked down at him.

Not with pity.

Not with anger.

With assessment.

Always assessment.

“Do you know why you are here, Seventeen-Six?”

Max hated how quickly he answered to the number.

“Because of my Skill.”

“Yes.”

Draven turned slightly. “Bring them in.”

The knights outside entered.

One pushed the trolley bearing Renn’s body.

The other carried a blackwood chest bound in silver bands.

Max’s fingers curled around the blanket.

Renn’s body was placed near the centre of the room, inside the outermost ward circle. The sheet covered him from face to feet now, but Max could see the dark stain near the throat where blood had soaked through.

The chest was set beside it.

The knight opened the lid.

Inside rested three objects.

A sword.

A ring.

A cloak.

The sword drew Max’s eye first.

It was beautiful in a cold, terrible way. The blade was long and narrow, polished bright enough to catch the ward-light and scatter it in thin silver lines across the ceiling. Runes ran along the fuller, glowing pale blue. Not painted. Not etched and filled. They seemed to live inside the steel itself, pulsing faintly as though the weapon had a heartbeat colder than any human one.

The ring lay on a square of dark velvet.

It was simple at first glance. Silver, maybe. Or white gold. Its surface was smooth except for a single black stone set into the band. The stone did not reflect light. It swallowed it.

The cloak was folded neatly beneath both. Deep green, almost black, clasped with a small bronze pin shaped like a leaf. It looked plain compared to the sword, but Max’s eyes slid off it twice before he realised that was not natural.

Artifacts.

Real ones.

The sort of objects nobles locked in vaults, adventurers killed for, and guilds wrote contracts around.

Max looked from the chest to Draven.

“What is this?”

“An answer,” Draven said. “Or an execution. That depends on you.”

The wards hummed.

Max felt the hollow thing inside him stir at the objects.

Not like with Renn’s blood.

Different.

Curious.

Greedy in another direction.

The sword called the loudest.

Not with words.

With edge.

With cold.

With stored power waiting inside steel.

Draven watched Max’s face.

“You feel them.”

Max did not answer quickly enough.

The High Commander’s mouth tightened faintly.

“Do not waste time lying. The contract will dislike it.”

Max swallowed.

“Yes.”

“What do you feel?”

Max looked at the sword again.

“Power.”

“Be less useless.”

Heat rose in Max’s face. Fear and anger made his voice rough. “The sword feels sharp. Cold. Like it wants to cut even while it’s sitting still. The ring feels…” He frowned. “Heavy. Not in weight. Like a closed fist. The cloak is harder. It feels like trying to look at smoke in the dark.”

The healer glanced at Draven.

Cael’s grip tightened slightly around the wrapped halberd.

Draven’s expression did not change.

“The sword bears three effects,” he said.

Max stared at him.

Draven had not touched the blade.

He had barely looked at it.

“Sharpness,” the High Commander continued. “Durability. Freezing Cut.”

The runes along the sword pulsed faintly, as if annoyed at being named.

Max felt his skin prickle.

“How do you know that?”

Draven’s eyes shifted to him.

For a heartbeat, Max regretted asking.

The High Commander did not answer.

He simply looked at Max until the question felt childish.

Then he said, “Because I do.”

The room seemed colder after that.

Max looked away first.

Draven pulled an iron chair from the wall and sat beside Max’s cot. The scrape of its legs against stone sounded far too loud in the warded room.

“You awakened with Absorption,” Draven said. “One word. Broad concept. No initial ability. No explanation. No temple manifestation. No skill branch. No immediate System guidance.”

Max’s throat tightened.

“You knew that before you took me from the prison.”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Draven leaned back.

Again, silence answered before he did.

“You are not the only person in this fortress with a Skill, Seventeen-Six.”

That was not an answer.

It was worse than one.

Max felt the same sensation he had felt in the prison when Draven had spoken his name before anyone read it aloud. The same sensation from the courtyard when Draven’s gaze passed over him and seemed to peel away skin, clothing, lies, and whatever else a person might hide behind.

The High Commander knew too much.

Not guessed.

Knew.

Draven continued as if Max’s unease did not matter.

“Every town scribe within my chartered territory sends awakening irregularities to Blackhold. The temple reported an orphan with a one-word Innate Skill and no visible manifestation. The orphanage reported a discharged awakened boy of unclear value. The guardhouse reported a thief with the same name and Skill. The magistrate reported a mine sentence.”

Max’s hands curled.

“So I was selected because of paperwork?”

“You were selected because of your Skill.”

Max looked away.

Something bitter rose in him.

“Not because I was the right candidate.”

Draven’s answer was immediate.

“No.”

The word struck harder than Max expected.

He did not know why. He had not thought Draven cared about him. He had not thought anyone at Blackhold cared about him. But some small, stupid part of him had wanted there to be something else. Some quality. Some hidden strength. Some proof that he had been chosen for more than the word floating in his System menu.

Draven crushed that quietly.

“You were starving,” the High Commander said. “Untrained. Underfed. Angry. Alone. Recently beaten. No discipline. No loyalty. No combat experience. If I needed the right candidate, I would not start with an orphan who stole a pie and nearly died for it.”

Max stared at the ceiling.

The ward lines blurred.

“Then why bother?”

“Because Skills matter.”

Draven’s voice hardened.

“Listen carefully. What I am about to explain is usually taught slowly, with diagrams, lectures, examples, and instructors who enjoy hearing themselves speak. You will receive the short version because you may become too dangerous to leave ignorant.”

Max looked back at him despite himself.

Draven continued.

“Most Innate Skills are narrow. Candle Tongue. Stone Grip. Rat Speech. Iron Nails. Bone Sense. Weight Step. The name defines the shape of the power. Its restrictions are often built into the words. Rat Speech allows communication with rats, not wolves, not birds, not men. Stone Grip strengthens contact with stone, not air, not water. Weight Step expresses force through the step, not the hand.”

Lysa. Garron. Hale. Renn.

Their Skills were what they said they were.

Useful.

Limited.

Understandable.

“Two-word Skills can be powerful,” Draven said. “Three-word Skills can be specialised enough to become terrifying in the correct hands. But single-word Skills are different.”

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs seemed to listen.

“Fire,” Draven said. “Shadow. Command. Growth. Severance. Reflection. Hunger. Dominion. Absorption.”

The final word made the wards hum.

Max felt it in his teeth.

“Single-word Skills are usually broader,” Draven said. “Less obedient to simple boundaries. They can develop in many directions. They have fewer obvious restrictions and more hidden costs. Their owners tend to become either exceptional, dead, or disasters everyone else must survive.”

Max’s mouth was dry.

“Which one am I?”

“That is what this room is for.”

The healer folded her arms. “And what I objected to.”

Draven did not look at her. “Your objection was noted.”

“And ignored.”

“Yes.”

The healer muttered something under her breath.

Max glanced at her.

She did not look pleased to be here.

That did not comfort him.

Draven leaned forward slightly.

“At the prison, before I spoke your Skill aloud, I watched you. You were half-starved, injured, frightened, and angry. Yet when I stood before your cell, your Skill reacted.”

Max remembered.

The hollow thing stirring when Draven stepped near the bars.

“You felt that?”

“I saw enough,” Draven said.

Again, not an answer.

Again, worse.

“At the contract binding, it reacted again,” Draven continued. “At the duel, it did more than react. You drew something from Seventeen-Eleven.”

Max’s breath caught.

Renn.

Use the number, he told himself.

Do not use the name.

But in his head, the dead man remained Renn.

“I didn’t mean to.”

“That may matter to your conscience. It does not matter to the fact.”

Max flinched.

Draven’s voice did not soften. “Your Skill reached into a dying recruit and attempted to take. Blood moved toward you. Your weapon changed. The healer could not touch your chest without reaction. This is no longer a dormant Innate Skill.”

Max looked at the sheet-covered body.

“What do you want from me?”

“I want you to do it again.”

The room went still.

Max stared at him. “No.”

Serra’s hand shifted near her sword.

Voss’s massive arms folded.

Cael said nothing.

Draven’s expression remained calm.

“No?”

Max pushed himself up despite the pain. His ribs screamed, but anger held him upright. “You want me to use my Skill on his body?”

“Yes.”

“He’s dead.”

“That is relevant to the exercise.”

Max laughed once.

It came out broken.

“You’re mad.”

“No,” Draven said. “I am controlled. You should learn the difference.”

“I killed him.”

“You survived the duel.”

“I killed him.”

“Yes.”

The word landed between them.

No comfort.

No denial.

No excuse.

Draven nodded toward the body. “He is dead whether you learn from it or not.”

Max’s stomach twisted.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs pulled toward the sheet.

“No.”

Draven’s eyes sharpened. “You are under contract.”

The mark beneath Max’s skin warmed.

Not burning.

Warning.

The healer’s jaw tightened. “High Commander.”

Draven lifted one hand without looking at her.

The warning in Max’s skin faded slightly.

“I will not command it through the contract unless necessary,” Draven said. “But understand me, Seventeen-Six. Refusal will not preserve his dignity. It will only preserve your ignorance. Your Skill is dangerous. If left uncontrolled, it may kill someone you do not intend to kill. Perhaps an instructor. Perhaps another recruit. Perhaps a child, if you ever leave these walls.”

Alfie flashed through Max’s mind.

Small hands gripping his coat.

You’ll come back?

Max went cold.

Draven saw that too.

Of course he did.

“Power without understanding is not innocence,” the High Commander said. “It is negligence.”

Max hated him.

He hated him because the words worked.

He looked at Renn’s covered body.

“What will happen?”

“I do not know.”

“That’s comforting.”

“It was not meant to be.”

The healer stepped closer. “The room is warded against outward discharge, predatory drain, uncontrolled soul pull, blood resonance, and three forms of corpse-binding. If your Skill tries to overreach, the wards should contain it.”

“Should?”

She gave him a flat look. “I did not design you.”

Max almost laughed again.

He didn’t.

Draven gestured to the body. “Reach with your Skill. Not your hands. Do not think about eating. Do not think about blood. Think about taking what remains useful and leaving what is not yours.”

Max stared at him. “How?”

Draven’s mouth tightened. “That is what we are discovering.”

Of course.

Max swung his legs off the cot.

The healer moved to stop him, then apparently decided arguing was pointless. Pain lanced through his ribs, but he kept himself upright. He could not stand straight, so he walked hunched, one hand pressed to his side, across the warded floor toward Renn’s body.

The wards brightened with each step.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred.

Closer.

Closer.

Hungry.

Max stopped beside the trolley.

For a moment, he could not move.

He remembered Renn telling him to finish it.

Do it.

Max’s hand shook.

Draven stood behind him. “Begin.”

Max closed his eyes.

At first, nothing happened.

He felt his own pain. His ribs. His shoulder. His cut tongue. The stiffness in his hands.

He breathed.

He tried to find the hollow place without falling into it.

It was there, beneath his ribs, waiting.

No.

Not waiting.

Watching the body.

Max focused on Renn.

Seventeen-Eleven.

Dead recruit.

Old man.

Weight Step.

The hollow place opened.

Cold rushed through Max’s chest.

The wards flared.

Max gasped.

“Steady,” the healer snapped.

He nearly let go.

Then he felt it.

The body was not empty.

That was the first horrible truth.

Death had taken something, but not everything. Heat was gone. Breath was gone. Thought was gone. Yet traces remained like smoke after a candle was blown out. Blood. Muscle. Bone. Pain. Skill. Fear.

Memory.

Max reached.

The hollow thing lunged through him.

The sheet over Renn’s body shifted.

Not from wind.

From the pull.

Max clenched his jaw, trying not to take too much, though he had no idea what too much meant.

The world fell away.

He was in the circle again.

But not as himself.

He was taller. Older. His right knee hurt from a winter injury that had never fully healed. His hands knew the weight of mace and shield. His breath tasted of copper. Sand shifted beneath boots that had marched too many roads.

Across from him stood a boy with a halberd.

Seventeen-Six.

Max saw himself through Renn’s eyes.

Too young.

Too thin.

Scared but trying to bury it under anger.

Renn felt sorry for him.

That struck Max harder than any weapon.

Then Voss said begin.

The memory broke into fragments.

Shield up.

Advance.

Watch the point.

The boy thrust.

Too obvious.

Knock it aside.

Close.

The halberd blade slammed into the shield.

Renn felt the bite of sharpened steel through wood.

Mace over.

Almost hit.

The boy was quicker than he looked.

Weight Step.

The earth answered.

Power travelled down through Renn’s foot, into the sand, back up through the boy’s legs. A good hit. A familiar hit. The Skill felt like becoming heavier than the world expected. Like borrowing the ground’s anger and returning it all at once.

Then pain.

The spear point in the thigh.

Hot.

Bright.

Fear.

Not of dying.

Not yet.

Fear of not finishing.

Because the Red Order did not forgive weakness.

Because he had collapsed a porch with a debt collector on it, and the debt collector had been the lord’s cousin, and the sentence had been three years, and Blackhold had seemed better than the labour yard.

Because he had a daughter somewhere who hated him.

Because he had not seen her in six years.

Because he had lied when he said he did not care.

The memory lurched.

The boy on the sand.

Stay down.

He wanted the boy to stay down.

He wanted one of them to survive, and he had already decided it should not be him if the boy had sense enough to quit.

But the boy did not.

The halberd rose.

Pain beneath the ribs.

Deep.

Wrong.

Something pulled.

Not the blade.

The boy.

No.

Something inside the boy.

Renn felt it touch him.

Cold hunger.

Endless.

A mouth with no teeth and no bottom.

Terror exploded through the memory.

Not fear of dying.

Fear of being taken.

Renn shoved himself away, bleeding, gasping, feeling something leave him that was not blood. A piece of Weight Step. A piece of himself. His body knew it was missing before his mind did.

Then the boy stood above him.

Renn could not lift the mace.

Do it.

He meant it.

He hated that he meant it.

The blade flashed.

There was no pain after that.

Only relief.

Then darkness.

Max screamed.

He came back to himself on his knees beside the trolley, one hand pressed to the floor, the other clutching his chest.

The wards blazed blue-white.

Renn’s body lay still beneath the sheet.

But the sheet had sunk strangely, as if the corpse beneath had dried in an instant.

Max retched.

Nothing came up.

The hollow thing inside him pulsed.

Fuller.

Not satisfied.

Never satisfied.

But fuller.

Blue light unfolded across his vision.



INNATE SKILL PROGRESSION

Absorption has reached Level 2



Max sucked in a breath.

The message flickered.

Then another appeared.



INNATE SKILL PROGRESSION

Absorption has reached Level 3



The room spun.

He heard the healer swear.

Serra’s sword came fully free of its sheath.

Voss stepped between Max and the door.

Draven only watched.

Of course he watched.

Max stared at the glowing words until they faded.

Absorption Level 3.

His Skill had levelled.

From a dead man.

The thought nearly made him sick again.

“What did you take?” Draven asked.

Max’s voice came out cracked. “Memories.”

Draven leaned forward slightly. “What else?”

Max shut his eyes.

He could still feel it. Faint, distant, like a bruise in the shape of someone else’s power.

“Weight,” he whispered. “A step. Not all of it. Just… the shape of it.”

“Not the Skill,” Draven said.

Max looked up.

The High Commander’s eyes were fixed on him with terrible certainty.

“Not Weight Step itself. A remnant. An impression. Your menu did not add an ability.”

Max went cold.

He had not said that.

He had not opened his menu aloud. He had not described the messages beyond the level increase. He had not told Draven what had or had not appeared.

“How do you know that?”

Draven’s face revealed nothing.

“Because if you had taken a true Skill from the dead, this conversation would be happening with more drawn blades.”

Serra’s sword remained drawn.

Max almost pointed that out.

He decided not to.

The contract did not burn.

Truth, then.

Or close enough.

Draven looked satisfied.

Max hated him for it.

The High Commander turned to the healer. “His condition?”

“Shaken,” she snapped. “In pain. Possibly traumatised, if that word means anything to you.”

“It does. Continue monitoring.”

“I was going to whether you ordered it or not.”

Draven looked back at Max. “Stand.”

Max wanted to refuse.

He could not tell if the contract warmed because he considered it or because the room itself hated disobedience.

He forced himself upright.

The healer stepped toward him, but he waved her off.

Bad idea.

He nearly fell.

Cael caught him by the elbow this time.

The old instructor’s grip was firm.

Not kind.

But firm.

Max looked at Renn’s body.

“What happens to him now?”

“He will be burned,” Draven said.

“His name?”

The room quieted.

Serra’s expression changed.

Cael looked away.

Draven stared at Max. “What about it?”

Max swallowed. “Does anyone remember it?”

For a moment, he thought Draven would rebuke him.

Then the High Commander said, “I do.”

Max did not know what to do with that.

Draven gestured toward the chest.

“Next.”

Max went cold.

“No.”

“This will be cleaner.”

“You said that about the corpse?”

“No. I did not.”

Max laughed despite himself, and the laugh turned into a hiss as his ribs punished him.

Draven stood and walked to the chest. He lifted the sword with the glowing runes. The air in the room seemed to sharpen.

“This is a lesser relic blade recovered from a dead adventurer near the Ashridge border,” he said. “It bears Sharpness Three, Durability Two, and Freezing Cut Two.”

Max stared at him.

The sword had not been drawn from a scabbard.

No one had read an inscription.

The runes did not spell the words in any language Max knew.

Yet Draven named the effects like he was reading from the System itself.

The High Commander held the sword point-down, offering the hilt toward Max.

“Relics are not Skills,” Draven said. “They are not alive. But they hold structured power. Stable power. If your Skill can take from the dead, it may take from objects.”

Max stared at the sword.

The hollow thing inside him stirred far more eagerly than it had with Renn’s body.

No guilt there.

No memory.

Only power.

That frightened him too, but less.

“What happens if I fail?”

“Perhaps nothing. Perhaps you damage the relic. Perhaps the relic damages you. Perhaps the wards contain it.”

“You keep saying perhaps.”

“You keep surviving uncertainty.”

Max looked at the sword, then at the ring and cloak still in the chest.

“You want me to absorb all of them?”

“Eventually. If possible. Today, the sword.”

“Why not start with the ring?”

Draven’s eyes flicked briefly toward the ring.

“The ring is too dangerous for you.”

Max’s gaze shifted to it despite himself.

The black stone swallowed the ward-light.

“What does it do?”

“No.”

The answer was so immediate that Max’s skin prickled.

“You are not refusing to tell me,” Max said slowly. “You just said no.”

“Yes.”

“You knew I was going to ask.”

“I knew you should not hear the answer.”

Max looked at him.

The High Commander looked back.

Again, Max had the feeling of being peeled open.

Again, he looked away first.

Draven held the sword out. “Take it.”

Max took a breath.

His ribs ached.

His head spun.

Renn’s last memories still clung to the edges of his mind. A daughter. A porch collapsing. A final flash of relief before the blade.

“I don’t know if I can.”

Draven’s gaze did not move from him.

“You can.”

The certainty was worse than encouragement.

“How do you know?”

Draven’s voice was quiet. “Because you want to.”

Max wanted to deny it.

The contract warmed before he spoke.

He closed his mouth.

Because beneath the fear, beneath the sickness, beneath the horror of Renn’s memories, the hollow thing did want. And a part of Max, a small, shamed, desperate part, wanted to know what would happen if it took from the sword.

Draven stepped closer.

“Take it.”

Max took the hilt.

The moment his fingers closed around it, the world went sharp.

Too sharp.

The blade’s runes flared blue.

Cold surged through Max’s hand and up his arm. Not winter cold. Weapon cold. The cold of steel before battle. The cold of frost forming along an edge meant to open flesh.

The hollow thing lunged.

Max staggered.

Cael caught his shoulder.

“Do not grip the blade with your body,” Draven said.

Max gasped. “What does that mean?”

“It means stop trying to eat it like a starving dog.”

“I’m not trying to eat anything!”

“Then stop failing differently.”

Max bared his teeth.

Serra, absurdly, looked like she almost smiled.

The sword vibrated in his hand.

Its power was not like Renn.

Renn had been soft around the edges, already fading, fragments loosening from the body like ash from burned wood.

The sword resisted.

It had shape. Structure. Lines of enchantment bound into metal and rune. Sharpness ran along the edge in three layered threads. Durability sat deeper, wrapped around the body of the blade and hilt like a reinforcing cage. Freezing Cut slept inside the runes, cold and patient, waiting for motion and blood.

Max did not know how he knew that.

Absorption knew.

That was worse.

He reached inward.

The hollow thing opened.

The sword pushed back.

Pain shot through Max’s arm.

He cried out and nearly dropped it.

“Hold,” Draven ordered.

Max held.

The runes burned brighter. Frost formed across his knuckles. His skin cracked. Blood welled from tiny lines and froze red against the hilt.

The hollow thing pulled.

The sword resisted.

Max felt like he had hooked a mountain and tried to drag it into his chest.

“No,” he gasped. “Too much.”

Draven stepped closer. “Not all at once. Find Sharpness first.”

Max’s eyes watered from the pain. “You said it had three effects.”

“Yes.”

“How can you tell which one I’m touching?”

Draven’s expression did not change.

“Because you are reaching like a blind man at a feast. Sharpness is the edge. Find the edge.”

Max’s breath came ragged.

Sharpness.

Not the blade.

The idea inside the blade.

Cut better. Bite deeper. Part flesh, cloth, leather, mail. Reduce resistance. Improve edge.

The thread slipped.

Max chased it.

The sword screamed.

Not aloud.

Inside him.

The runes flared blinding blue.

Frost raced up his wrist.

The healer shouted something.

Draven’s voice cut through it.

“Continue.”

Max pulled.

Sharpness snapped free.

It entered him like swallowing a razor.

Max screamed.

Blue light flashed across his vision.

But the sword remained.

Still resisting.

Still whole.

Draven’s voice followed immediately.

“Sharpness is inside you. Do not admire it. Take Durability.”

Max stared at him through pain and frost and tears.

He had not said anything.

The High Commander already knew.

Of course he did.

Durability came next.

Not sharp. Not cold. Dense. Layered. Reinforcement. Resistance to breaking. A stubbornness built into matter.

Max reached for it and almost lost himself.

Durability did not want to move. It had been made to remain. Made to hold. Made to endure. Pulling it free felt like trying to tear a wall out through a keyhole.

His ribs screamed.

His shoulder burned.

Blood ran from his nose.

The healer cursed again.

Cael’s hand tightened painfully on his shoulder. “Breathe, boy.”

Boy.

Not number.

Not Seventeen-Six.

Boy.

Max breathed.

He pulled.

Durability tore loose.

This time the pain was not a razor.

It was a hammer inside his bones.

He felt his whole body harden for a fraction of a second, as if every piece of him had forgotten how to bend.

Then it passed into the hollow place.

The sword cracked.

A thin line ran from the tip down through one glowing rune.

Draven’s eyes sharpened.

“Last one.”

Max shook his head. He could barely see. “I can’t.”

“You can.”

“I can’t.”

“If you stop now, the relic destabilises and you gain only fragments.”

“I don’t care.”

“That is a lie.”

The contract did not burn.

Because it was not a lie.

Max really did not care.

Not in that moment.

He cared about pain ending. He cared about not feeling like his arm was freezing from the inside out. He cared about Renn’s memories still bleeding through the corners of his mind.

Draven leaned close.

“Alfie.”

Max went still.

The room vanished except for that name.

Draven’s voice was quiet. “You promised someone you would return strong enough not to be thrown away. Do not waste what you have already paid for.”

Rage hit Max so hard the hollow thing inside him recoiled.

“You don’t get to say his name.”

Draven’s face was iron. “Then survive long enough to tell me so when standing.”

Max pulled.

Not carefully.

Not cleanly.

He reached into the sword and seized Freezing Cut.

Cold exploded.

The room vanished beneath frost.

He saw battlefields under winter skies. Blades drawing white lines through flesh. Opponents slowing after the cut, muscles locking, blood chilling, breath catching in the lungs. He felt the enchantment’s purpose: not to freeze the world, not to make ice, but to make every wound steal speed.

Freezing Cut resisted like a living thing.

Max dragged it into the hollow place.

The sword shattered.

No.

It disintegrated.

The blade collapsed into pale blue dust from tip to guard. The hilt crumbled in Max’s hand. Runes tore apart into sparks and vanished before they touched the floor.

Silence slammed into the room.

Max fell to his knees.

The wards blazed so bright he could see his bones through his skin.

Then the light faded.

Blue System text unfolded across his vision.



ABILITY ACQUIRED

Absorb Relic I



Max stared, shaking.

Another message appeared.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Sharpness III

Effect: Increases the sharpness of all wielded weapons.



The hollow thing pulsed.

A third message.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Durability II

Effect: Increases the durability of equipped gear.



Max’s breath hitched.

A fourth message.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Freezing Cut II

Effect: Successful cuts may slow opponents struck by wielded weapons.



The messages held for several seconds.

Then faded.

Max remained on his knees, fingers curled around nothing. The sword was gone. Only a smear of pale dust remained on his palm.

Absorb Relic.

Sharpness III.

Durability II.

Freezing Cut II.

He had done it.

He had absorbed a relic.

No.

He had destroyed it.

Taken it.

Eaten it.

His stomach lurched.

The healer crouched before him immediately, but she did not touch his chest. Her hands glowed green as she examined his face, his arms, his frost-burned fingers.

“Idiot,” she snapped.

Max blinked.

He was too tired to be offended.

“Which one of us?”

“All of you.” She glared at Draven. “Especially you.”

Draven ignored her.

He stood over the pale dust that had been a sword, looking down with an expression Max could not read.

Serra stared at Max as if reconsidering every assumption she had made about him.

Voss looked grimly satisfied.

Cael looked at Max’s hand, then at the wrapped halberd in his own grip.

The High Commander finally spoke.

“Absorb Relic,” he said.

Max’s blood went cold.

He looked up slowly.

Draven’s gaze was fixed on him.

“Level one,” the High Commander continued.

Max had not told him.

The messages had appeared in Max’s vision. Nowhere else. They had not been spoken aloud. They had not burned into the wall or hung in the air for everyone to read.

Still, Draven knew.

Serra looked at the High Commander, then at Max.

The healer’s mouth tightened, but she did not seem surprised.

Cael looked away as if he had already guessed something he did not want confirmed.

Max’s voice came out barely above a whisper.

“How do you keep doing that?”

Draven’s expression did not change.

“Doing what?”

Max stared at him.

The question was a trap.

Or a test.

Or both.

He swallowed it.

Draven nodded faintly, as if Max had finally answered correctly.

“You absorbed all three effects,” he said. “Sharpness Three. Durability Two. Freezing Cut Two.”

Max gripped the edge of the cot to keep himself upright.

“You can see my menu.”

The words left his mouth before he could stop them.

The room went colder.

Serra’s eyes cut to Draven.

The healer stopped moving.

Voss watched Max with sudden interest.

Draven stepped closer.

For the first time, his voice lowered enough that it seemed meant only for Max.

“Do not make assumptions above your rank.”

The contract warmed.

Not because Draven had used it.

Because some part of Max understood the danger in pushing.

Max forced himself to look down.

“Yes, High Commander.”

A long silence passed.

Then Draven spoke normally again.

“You will not speak of the relic effects to other recruits. You will report any further changes immediately. You will not attempt to absorb another object, corpse, drop of blood, weapon, contract, ward, or person without direct instruction.”

Max stared at the glowing lines on the walls before he could stop himself.

“Ward?” he asked.

Draven’s eyes narrowed.

Max wished he had not said anything.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred faintly toward the blue-white runes.

Draven noticed.

Of course he did.

“Especially not the wards.”

Max looked away. “Yes, High Commander.”

The contract settled.

Draven turned toward the door.

Then stopped.

“One more thing, Seventeen-Six.”

Max looked up.

The High Commander stood in the ward-light, red cloak hanging still behind him.

“You are not to confuse potential with importance.”

Max said nothing.

Draven continued.

“You were selected because of your Skill. Your Skill has now justified the selection. That does not make you valuable. It makes you dangerous enough to study and useful enough to risk.”

Each word was measured.

Cruel, maybe.

Or honest.

“Become disciplined,” Draven said, “and you may live long enough to become valuable.”

Then he left.

Serra, Voss, and the knights followed.

Cael remained long enough to place the wrapped halberd against the wall near the door. He looked at Max for a moment.

Then said quietly, “You are going to make my job difficult.”

Max leaned back against the cot, exhausted beyond fear.

“Sorry, Instructor.”

Cael snorted.

“No, you are not.”

Then he left too.

The door shut.

Locks turned.

Wards brightened.

Only the healer remained.

She looked at Max, then at the pale dust still clinging to his hand.

“On the cot,” she said.

Max obeyed.

Mostly because standing was impossible.

She examined his ribs again, muttering insults under her breath. Her hands glowed green. Warmth seeped into his side, careful and shallow, never touching the hollow place beneath his ribs.

Max stared at the ceiling.

After a while, he opened his menu.

Blue light unfolded.



Name: Max
Age: 16
Innate Skill: Absorption
Innate Skill Level: 3

Abilities:
Absorb Relic I

Relic Effects:
Sharpness III
Durability II
Freezing Cut II

Skills: None

Status: Bound — Red Order Contract**



Max read it again.

And again.

His Innate Skill had changed.

He had changed.

For the first time since awakening, the menu was no longer empty.

He should have felt triumphant.

Instead, he saw Renn’s last memory.

A daughter somewhere who hated him.

A dead man telling Max to finish it.

A sword turning to dust in his hand.

And Draven’s voice naming the ability before Max had spoken it aloud.

Absorb Relic.

Level one.

Sharpness Three.

Durability Two.

Freezing Cut Two.

The High Commander had known.

He had known the sword’s effects before touching it.

He had known Max’s Skill before asking.

He had known things hidden behind System light and bone and blood.

Max looked toward the locked door.

For the first time since entering Blackhold, he wondered whether the most frightening thing in the fortress was not the training, or the contracts, or the killing circles, or even the hunger living beneath his ribs.

Maybe it was the man who could look at him and see too much.

The healer finished wrapping his ribs and stepped back.

“Sleep,” she ordered.

Max closed the menu.

The room dimmed.

The wards hummed softly.

His body ached. His hand still felt cold from the sword. His chest felt too full and too empty at the same time.

Just before sleep took him, Max thought of Alfie’s badly carved wooden wolf sitting in his chest at the foot of a barracks bunk he might not see again for days.

Then he thought of the System’s first line.

Name: Max.

Not Seventeen-Six.

Not Absorption.

Not monster.

Max.

He held onto that as the darkness came.

            

    
        Maps and Monsters

    
    
    
    
                Max spent five days in the warded room.

Five days of stone walls, glowing lines, bitter tonics, shallow sleep, and the healer’s foul temper.

He learned her name on the second day.

Not because she offered it.

Because one of the assistants called her Healer Mara and she threatened to make him drink his own stitching thread if he forgot titles again.

After that, Max called her Healer.

He was not stupid.

The room remained sealed whenever she was not inside. Locks turned. Wards hummed. Soldiers stood outside the door in shifts. Food came on iron trays pushed through a narrow hatch near the floor, and every bowl, cup, spoon, and strip of bandage was counted before being removed.

No one said prisoner.

No one needed to.

Max was not chained, but Blackhold had many kinds of cages.

He healed slowly.

The broken ribs became cracked ribs, then bruised ribs, then an ache that punished him whenever he breathed too deeply. His shoulder loosened with heat compresses and bitter-smelling salves. The frost burns on his hand faded to pale marks across his fingers, thin and branching like cracks in ice.

His menu remained changed.

He checked it often.

Too often.
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He stared at the words until they stopped feeling real.

Absorb Relic.

Sharpness.

Durability.

Freezing Cut.

Proof that his Innate Skill could do something. Proof that he was not useless. Proof that he was dangerous enough to be locked in a warded room and watched by soldiers who kept one hand near their swords whenever Healer Mara opened the door.

He should have felt stronger.

Sometimes he did.

Then he remembered Renn.

The memories had not vanished.

They were weaker now, no longer crowding his thoughts every time he closed his eyes. But pieces remained. A daughter with dark hair standing in a doorway. A porch collapsing beneath a debt collector’s polished boots. The feeling of Weight Step passing down through the foot and into the world.

And the final fear.

Not of death.

Of being taken.

Max woke from that one sweating twice.

On the fifth morning, Healer Mara unwrapped his ribs, prodded the bruises, examined his hand, and stood back with a dissatisfied grunt.

“You will live.”

Max sat on the edge of the cot. “That sounds like bad news when you say it.”

“It often is.”

“Am I going back to training?”

“Yes.”

Max’s stomach tightened.

He tried not to show it.

Mara saw anyway.

“Not the rings,” she said. “No one is putting you into another death match today.”

Today.

The word did not comfort him as much as she probably intended.

“What about my Skill?”

“You will not use it unless ordered. You will not attempt to absorb the wards, your food bowl, your blanket, your bandages, another recruit, your own blood, my tools, or any loose magical residue you think looks appetising.”

Max looked at her.

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“The dangerous ones rarely plan properly.”

That was probably fair.

She picked up a small slate from the iron table and checked something written there. “You have been reassigned to restricted observation. Weapon training continues. Physical conditioning continues at reduced load until I clear your ribs. You will attend classroom instruction with the others. You will attend power theory grouping after midday.”

“Power theory?”

“You will learn why your Skill is trying to make my life worse.”

“That’s not why it exists.”

“Prove it.”

Max had no answer.

Mara handed him a folded grey tunic.

Clean.

The number had been stitched over the heart in red thread.

17-6.

Max took it.

No matter how often he saw it, the number still sat wrong in his hands.

When the warded door opened, Sergeant Serra waited outside.

So did Instructor Cael.

Cael held Max’s halberd.

It was no longer wrapped.

The shaft had been cleaned. The blade polished. The darkened stain near the head had been scraped away, though Max could still see where the metal looked slightly changed. Sharper, perhaps. Or maybe that was only because he knew what now lived inside him.

Sharpness III.

Cael offered the weapon without ceremony.

Max took it.

The moment his hand closed around the shaft, he felt the difference.

Not in the halberd.

In himself.

The weapon seemed clearer. Its edge, its weight, the strength of the wood, the pressure in the grain, the places where metal met shaft — all of it settled into his awareness faintly, like he had gained a sense he did not know how to use.

His fingers tightened.

The blade caught the infirmary light.

Cael watched him closely. “Anything?”

Max hesitated.

The contract warmed faintly.

“Yes, Instructor.”

Serra’s eyes sharpened.

Cael’s expression did not change. “Describe.”

“It feels…” Max searched for the right words. “More present. I can feel the edge. Not touching it. Just knowing it’s there.”

“Does it call to your Skill?”

“No.”

Truth.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs was quiet.

Cael grunted. “Good. If your weapon starts whispering, tell someone before it becomes a conversation.”

Max looked at him.

Cael turned and walked away.

Serra gestured with her chin. “Move, Seventeen-Six.”

Max moved.

The halls of Blackhold felt different after the warded room.

Louder. Larger. Full of bodies. Recruits passed in grey, soldiers in black and red, servants with baskets of laundry, smiths carrying tongs, runners with sealed messages, instructors with expressions that made everyone walk faster.

Life continued.

That felt wrong.

Nine recruits had died in the rings.

Max had killed one of them.

The castle had eaten them and moved on.

When he reached the barracks, the room was almost empty. The bunks of the dead had been stripped.

That hit harder than Max expected.

Seventeen-Eleven’s bed was bare.

So was Seventeen-Five’s. Tovel. Dead in the rings. Seventeen-Seven. Jessa. Dead. Seventeen-Thirteen. One of the twins. Dead. Others too. Beds empty. Chests gone. Plaques removed.

Nine bunks remained made.

Nine numbers remained.

Garron sat on his bunk, wrapping his hammer-callused hands. Lysa lay on her back with one arm over her face. Hale sat upright, repairing a tear in her sleeve. Perrin was at the foot of his bed, staring at nothing.

When Max entered, all four looked up.

For a moment, no one spoke.

Perrin stood first.

Then stopped, as if unsure whether moving toward Max was allowed.

“You’re alive,” he said.

Max looked at him.

“So are you.”

Perrin gave a laugh that broke halfway through. “Apparently.”

Lysa lowered her arm from her face. “Heard you were locked up because your Skill tried to eat the infirmary.”

Max stared at her.

She smiled faintly. “No? Just the healer, then?”

“Neither.”

“Hm. Shame. I had coin on bedframe.”

“You don’t have coin.”

“I had confidence.”

Garron’s voice was quieter. “You all right?”

Max almost said yes.

The word rose from habit. From the orphanage. From streets. From every time someone asked without wanting the answer.

Then he looked at the empty bunks.

“No.”

Garron nodded once.

“Good,” Hale said.

Max looked at her.

She did not stop stitching. “If you were, something would be wrong with you.”

No one spoke after that.

The bell rang before the silence could settle too heavily.

Weapon training came first.

Not death rings.

Not that day.

Back to drills.

Back to sand, sweat, corrections, and pain.

The surviving recruits moved differently now. All of them.

Garron’s hammer strikes had less joy in them. More precision. He listened harder when corrected. Lysa no longer laughed when Instructor Pell threw her into the sand, though she still smiled sometimes, sharp and private. Hale’s spear remained steady, but there was a new tightness around her eyes. Perrin trained with a fixed desperation, as if every parry might be the one that saved him from another boy’s blood.

The surviving twin, Seventeen-Twelve, trained alone with his spear.

He did not speak at all.

Max watched him once too long and earned a strike from Cael across the thigh.

“Eyes on your own death,” Cael said.

Max hissed and corrected his stance.

His ribs limited him. Cael adjusted nothing for comfort. Only for survival.

“No full swings,” the old instructor said. “Cuts from guard. Thrusts at half-extension. Hook footwork. Butt work. Again.”

Max moved.

The halberd felt different in his hands.

Not lighter.

More obedient.

When he cut downward, the blade hissed through the air with a sharper note than before. When the butt struck sand, the shaft seemed to hold better, flexing less beneath impact. He did not use Freezing Cut. He did not know if it required a wound, a thought, or only a successful cut.

He did not want to find out on Cael.

The old instructor noticed the change anyway.

After an hour, he stepped back and looked at the halberd.

“Your edge carries.”

Max lowered the weapon. “Is that bad?”

“It is noticeable.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one you get.”

Max decided everyone in Blackhold had been taught to say that.

Cael continued. “Sharpness is not skill. Do not let an improved edge teach lazy hands.”

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Again.”

By midday, Max’s tunic clung to him with sweat and his ribs ached badly enough that Healer Mara’s warning echoed in his head.

Cael stopped before Max did.

“Enough.”

Max blinked. “Instructor?”

“You are healing. I do not want to explain to Mara why her stitching tore.”

“You’re afraid of the healer?”

Cael’s eyes flattened.

Max immediately regretted speaking.

The old instructor stepped closer.

“I fear very little,” Cael said. “But I respect competent women with sharp needles and bad tempers.”

Max lowered his gaze. “Yes, Instructor.”

Cael grunted. “Also, she once set Voss’s broken arm without numbing draught because he called her dramatic.”

Max looked across the yard at the enormous head instructor.

Voss was shouting at a line of older recruits.

Max tried to imagine anyone making him suffer on purpose and surviving.

“Did he apologise?”

“No.”

“What happened?”

“He stopped calling her dramatic.”

Cael walked away.

Max was not sure if that had been a joke.

After weapons, they were given food.

Not in the mess hall.

Today, trays were handed out in a long stone chamber Max had never seen before. It sat above the lower training halls, reached by a narrow stair and guarded by two Red Cloaks. Inside, benches faced a wall covered by a huge map.

Max paused in the doorway.

He had seen maps before.

Small ones, mostly. Crude drawings in schoolrooms and temple walls. Greystone had been a dot beside a river, if it appeared at all.

This map covered the whole wall.

Terra spread before them in ink, paint, carved wood, and small metal markers. Mountains rose in ridges of grey. Rivers were blue thread set into the plaster. Forests were painted deep green. Cities were marked by tiny bronze towers. Borders were shown in lines of red, gold, black, white, and blue.

Some borders had been scratched out and redrawn so many times the wall beneath them looked wounded.

Serra stood beside the map with a pointer in one hand.

A man Max did not know stood near a lectern. He was thin, elderly, and wore Red Order grey rather than armour. His hair was white, his back slightly bent, but his eyes were sharp enough to cut.

“Sit,” Serra ordered.

The nine survivors of Intake Seventeen sat.

Max ended up between Perrin and Hale. Garron sat on Hale’s other side. Lysa sat behind them, probably because she preferred seeing everyone’s backs.

Seventeen-Twelve sat alone at the end.

The old man at the lectern looked them over.

“My name is Archivist Pellam,” he said. “You will call me Archivist. I am responsible for teaching recruits enough history, geography, politics, and basic threat doctrine that you do not mistake allied banners for enemies, border disputes for invasions, or old ruins for safe shelter.”

No one spoke.

Pellam’s gaze drifted across them.

“I am told you have been reduced to the half worth continuing.”

Perrin flinched.

The archivist did not seem to notice or care.

“Good. Smaller classes learn faster.”

Max disliked him immediately.

Serra tapped the map with her pointer.

“First lesson,” she said. “The surrounding kingdoms.”

Pellam nodded. “Blackhold sits here.”

He touched a black iron marker fixed against the northwestern mountain range.

“The Ashridge. A miserable spine of stone, pine, old blood, and things sensible people avoid. To the south and east lie the river towns and chartered holdings that fed you into our custody. Greystone. Marrowbridge. East Ford. Low Bell. Smaller places. Useful places. Places that believe walls and taxes make them civilised.”

His pointer moved.

“Beyond them, the world stops being local.”

He tapped a huge region marked in gold.

“To the southeast lies the Dominion of the God King.”

The room shifted.

Max looked at the golden region.

It was enormous. Larger than he had expected. Cities marked with gold towers spread across plains, river valleys, and coastal roads. At its centre was a symbol Max knew well: the crowned sun.

The same symbol Veller had worn around her neck.

“The Dominion is not simply a kingdom,” Pellam said. “It is a theocratic empire, though saying that near its priests is a good way to lose teeth. Its ruler is called the God King. Whether he is god, man, monster, System-touched anomaly, or merely the most successful liar in history depends on who is paying you to answer.”

Serra’s mouth twitched.

Max stared at the map.

The God King had felt distant in Greystone, despite the temple on the hill. Like weather. Like law. Like something too high to touch.

Now he was a border.

A power.

A direction on a map.

“The Dominion controls fertile riverlands, temple roads, several major trade cities, and the largest organised priesthood on Terra,” Pellam continued. “It fields disciplined infantry, holy knights, light-wielders, oathbound healers, temple inquisitors, and enough zealots to drown a battlefield in bodies before breakfast.”

Lysa leaned forward slightly.

“Holy knights?” Perrin whispered.

Serra’s pointer struck the bench in front of him.

Perrin shut his mouth.

Pellam went on.

“To the west and south-west lies the Eternal Empire.”

The pointer moved to a vast region marked in crimson and black.

Max looked at the symbol there.

A crown above a sword, surrounded by laurel and flame.

“The Eternal Empire belongs to the Emperor,” Pellam said. “Do not ask which emperor. There has only been one that matters since Integration. His official titles occupy three pages, none of which will help you survive. He rules through legions, noble houses, slave armies, siege colleges, battle mages, and a bureaucracy so large it may be the only organism on Terra more difficult to kill than he is.”

Garron muttered, “Sounds cheerful.”

Serra’s gaze flicked to him.

He stared at the map with sudden focus.

“The Empire and Dominion have been at war since the beginning of the Integration,” Pellam said.

Max frowned.

Since the beginning?

A thousand years.

No one else spoke, but the same thought passed through the room.

Pellam saw it.

“Yes,” he said. “Over one thousand years. Not continuously at the same front, not always with armies marching every season, but the war has never ended. It has cooled. It has shifted. It has starved. It has flared. It has eaten kingdoms between them and called the bones borders.”

The pointer tapped a jagged region between gold and crimson.

There, the map was crowded with crossed-out names.

“The Warlands,” Pellam said. “Once called many other things. The names no longer matter. Every generation, the Emperor and the God King claim divine, imperial, historical, strategic, or System-granted right to the same territories. Every generation, people die proving neither claim can be settled permanently.”

Max looked at the scratched-out names.

Cities erased.

Borders redrawn.

Lives turned to map damage.

“Their war began in the first century after Integration,” Pellam continued. “When the System arrived, old nations broke. Monsters appeared where roads had been safe. Dungeons opened beneath cities. People awakened powers without instruction, and those powers reshaped civilisation faster than kings could legislate it. Out of that chaos rose two figures.”

The pointer touched gold.

“The God King, who claimed the System was divine order and that he had been chosen to guide humanity beneath its light.”

Then crimson.

“The Emperor, who claimed the System was a force to be mastered, organised, and bent beneath imperial will.”

Pellam smiled thinly.

“As you might imagine, they disagreed.”

No one laughed.

“The first recorded clash between their forces occurred at the city of Halewatch, nine hundred and eighty-seven years ago. Both sides still claim victory. Halewatch no longer exists.”

The room remained silent.

Max tried to imagine a war lasting longer than every building in Greystone, every orphan matron, every child, every promise.

He could not.

Pellam continued. “You will learn their banners. Their ranks. Their doctrines. Their lies. You will learn when to avoid their patrols, when to cooperate, when to retreat, and when to kill quickly before either side realises who you are.”

Perrin could not stop himself. “Are they enemies of the Red Order?”

Serra looked at him.

Perrin shrank. “Sorry, Sergeant.”

But Pellam answered.

“Yes.”

Then he smiled.

“And no.”

Perrin looked confused.

Max was glad someone else did first.

“The Red Order is chartered by ancient compact,” Pellam said. “Older than most current borders. We are not a kingdom. We hold Blackhold, several fortresses, watch stations, supply rights, recruitment rights, and war authority in designated threat zones. We have fought beside Imperial legions against monster tides. We have fought beside Dominion holy knights during breach events. We have killed both when they interfered with our duties.”

Garron’s eyebrows rose.

“Can we do that?”

“No,” Serra said.

Pellam nodded. “The Order can. You cannot. You are recruits. Do not confuse institutional authority with personal importance.”

That sounded like Draven.

Max wondered if they all learned from the same book of insults.

The archivist tapped the map north of Blackhold.

“Here are the Dead Valleys.”

The region beyond the Ashridge was shaded grey-black. No cities. Few roads. Several red marks shaped like open wounds.

“Do not go there,” Pellam said.

Lysa raised a hand.

Serra stared at her.

Lysa lowered it.

Pellam continued. “The Dead Valleys produce monster tides, breach storms, corrupted beasts, and occasionally things that cause trained knights to request immediate fire support while screaming. They are one reason Blackhold exists.”

Max looked at the grey-black region.

The hollow thing inside him stirred.

Not hungrily.

Uneasily.

That worried him more.

Pellam moved the pointer eastward.

“To the far east are the Free Cities. Rich, argumentative, mercantile, and convinced coin is a substitute for strategy. Sometimes correct. Often briefly.”

A line of blue-marked coastal cities gleamed along the map.

“North-east, the Iron Marches. Independent clans, fortress towns, monster hunters, rune-smiths, and people who believe diplomacy begins after the first axe throw.”

Several recruits leaned forward despite themselves.

“South beyond the imperial roads, the Glass Principalities. Hot, wealthy, treacherous, and too far away to concern you until it suddenly does. West beyond the Empire, old forests, broken kingdoms, and places where maps become creative writing.”

He set the pointer down.

“Your world is larger than the cell, street, farm, sewer, mine, or orphanage that produced you. Most recruits die because they think the first place that hurt them is the worst place in existence.”

His gaze passed over them.

“It is not.”

Max felt the words land.

Greystone had been his world once.

The orphanage. The temple. The market. The guardhouse. The road out.

Now, on the map, Greystone was not even marked by a bronze tower. It was a dot Serra had to point to because no one would notice otherwise.

Small.

So small.

And yet it had been everything.

Pellam stepped away from the lectern. “Repeat the primary powers surrounding the Ashridge.”

No one answered quickly enough.

Serra’s baton touched the table.

Everyone straightened.

Hale spoke first. “Dominion of the God King to the southeast.”

Garron followed. “Eternal Empire to the west and southwest.”

Perrin swallowed. “Warlands between them.”

Lysa leaned back. “Dead Valleys north.”

Max added, “Free Cities east. Iron Marches northeast.”

Pellam looked at him.

“Good, Seventeen-Six. And the Glass Principalities?”

“South beyond the imperial roads.”

“Acceptable.”

Max felt a small, stupid spark of satisfaction.

He crushed it quickly.

Pellam’s praise felt like a trap.

The lesson continued for two hours.

They learned banners.

The Dominion’s crowned sun. The Empire’s crown and sword. Warland mercenary marks. The black wolf of the Red Order. The crossed keys of the Free Cities. The iron mountain of the Marches.

They learned which roads were considered neutral by treaty, which passes were claimed by three powers at once, which rivers marked real borders, and which borders existed only because two armies were too exhausted to cross them that season.

They learned that the God King’s priests called the Emperor the Chain Tyrant.

They learned the Empire called the God King the Golden Fraud.

They learned both sides called the Red Order necessary when monsters came and inconvenient when the monsters were gone.

By the end, Max’s head hurt nearly as much as his ribs.

When Pellam finally dismissed them, Serra remained by the door.

“Afternoon lesson,” she said. “Power grouping.”

Perrin, unwisely, opened his mouth.

Serra pointed at him.

“No.”

He closed it.

They were led down another corridor, then split at the training yard.

Not by weapon.

By power.

Serra read from a slate.

“Physical manifestation and body reinforcement. Seventeen-One. Seventeen-Seven. Seventeen-Twelve.”

Garron moved with two others.

“Sense and perception variants. Seventeen-Two. Seventeen-Nine.”

Hale went with the quiet grave robber who had survived his duel.

“Animal, speech, or external command variants. Seventeen-Three.”

Lysa raised an eyebrow. “Just me?”

Serra smiled faintly. “For now.”

Lysa did not look comforted as Instructor Pell collected her.

“Speed, dexterity, and precision variants. Seventeen-Four.”

Perrin pointed at himself, confused. “Me?”

“Quick Hands,” Serra said.

“I cut purses.”

“And now you will learn why your Skill made that easy.”

Perrin looked mildly offended by the idea that his criminal talent had help.

He followed a thin instructor with bandaged fingers.

That left Max alone.

Serra looked at him.

“Seventeen-Six.”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“You are with restricted anomalies.”

That did not sound good.

No one pretended it did.

Max followed Serra across the yard toward a squat stone building built partially into the wall. The door had no handle on the outside. Serra knocked twice, paused, then once more.

The door opened inward.

Inside was a circular chamber with a sand floor and warded walls.

Not as heavily warded as the infirmary room, but enough that Max’s skin prickled.

Three people waited.

One was a boy perhaps nineteen, wearing older recruit greys marked 14-2. His arms were covered in bandages from wrist to elbow. He sat cross-legged in the sand, eyes closed.

The second was a woman in her twenties with a shaved head and a red recruit sash. Her number read 12-8. She leaned against the wall, flicking a copper coin across her knuckles without touching it.

The third was High Commander Draven.

Max stopped in the doorway.

Serra stepped aside.

“Inside.”

Max entered.

The door shut behind him.

Draven stood near the centre of the room, hands clasped behind his back.

“Power theory for ordinary Skills teaches control,” he said. “Power theory for your group teaches containment first, use second.”

Max glanced at the older recruits.

Neither looked particularly happy to see him.

Draven’s eyes did not leave Max.

“Most Skills are tools. Yours is appetite. Do you understand the difference?”

Max swallowed.

“Yes, High Commander.”

“Explain it.”

“A tool waits to be used,” Max said slowly. “An appetite wants whether I use it or not.”

The woman with the coin looked at him properly for the first time.

The bandaged boy opened one eye.

Draven nodded once.

“Better than expected.”

Max did not let himself feel pleased.

“Your first lesson on your power is simple,” Draven said. “You are not to trust desire that arrives wearing your own thoughts.”

Max frowned.

Draven stepped closer.

“When Absorption wants something, it will not always feel like an outside force. It may feel like curiosity. Hunger. Need. Justice. Efficiency. Mercy. It may tell you a corpse is waste. A relic is unused potential. An enemy’s Skill would save your life. A friend’s pain would be better inside you than inside them.”

Max went cold.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs shifted.

Not hungrily.

Almost as if offended.

Draven noticed.

Of course he did.

“Your Skill will grow more persuasive as it levels,” he said. “So you will build rules before it builds excuses.”

Max thought of Renn’s blood moving in the sand.

Of the sword turning to dust.

Of the wards calling faintly from the infirmary walls.

“What rules?”

“That is what you will learn.”

The High Commander turned to the older recruits. “Fourteen-Two.”

The bandaged boy stood.

His face was pale, eyes sunken, but his posture was steady.

“Innate Skill?” Draven asked.

“Ruin Touch, High Commander.”

“Rule one?”

“Never touch with bare skin unless ordered.”

“Rule two?”

“Never act while angry.”

“Rule three?”

“If the Skill begins giving reasons, stop listening and report.”

Draven looked at the woman.

“Twelve-Eight.”

She straightened. The coin still floated over her palm now, spinning without contact.

“Innate Skill?”

“Claim, High Commander.”

Max did not like the sound of that.

“Rule one?”

“Nothing living.”

“Rule two?”

“Nothing marked by contract.”

“Rule three?”

“Nothing I cannot release.”

Draven turned back to Max.

“Seventeen-Six.”

Max stood straighter.

“Innate Skill?”

“Absorption, High Commander.”

“Rule one?”

Max hesitated.

Draven waited.

The two older recruits watched.

Serra stood near the door, silent.

Max thought of Renn.

The sword.

The hollow hunger.

“Nothing living,” he said.

Draven’s expression did not change.

“Too easy. Killing makes things not living.”

Max flinched.

“Again.”

Max swallowed. “Nothing living or recently dead unless ordered.”

“Better. Rule two?”

“Nothing from another person unless ordered.”

“Too broad. Define person.”

Max stared at him.

Draven’s eyes were cold. “Monsters can think. Spirits can bargain. Relics can hold impressions. Corpses can contain memory. Define person poorly and your Skill will make a door out of the gap.”

Max’s hands curled.

“Nothing from a mind, soul, body, blood, or memory unless ordered.”

The bandaged boy’s eyebrows rose slightly.

Draven nodded once. “Rule three?”

Max looked at the warded wall.

The glowing lines seemed faintly interesting.

That was the problem.

“Nothing that binds me,” he said. “Contracts. Wards. Oaths. Marks.”

Draven’s gaze sharpened.

“Why?”

“Because it might change the thing holding me back.”

“Or remove it,” Draven said.

Max said nothing.

The contract warmed faintly under his skin.

Draven smiled.

Not kindly.

“Good. You are beginning to understand why you are dangerous.”

Max did not feel good.

He felt tired.

The High Commander turned and walked toward the door.

“Your weapon training continues each morning. Kingdoms, history, doctrine, and literacy in the early afternoon. Power grouping in the late afternoon. Physical conditioning at dusk once Healer Mara clears you. Until then, you observe.”

Max stared at him. “That’s my schedule?”

“That is your life.”

The door opened before Draven touched it.

Serra stepped aside.

Before leaving, the High Commander looked back.

“One more rule, Seventeen-Six.”

Max met his eyes.

“Do not think survival makes you innocent.”

Then Draven left.

The door shut.

Silence filled the warded room.

The woman with Claim flicked the floating coin once. It vanished into her sleeve without touching her skin.

“He’s always like that,” she said.

Max looked at her.

The bandaged boy nodded solemnly. “Worse before breakfast.”

Max blinked.

For the first time in days, something almost like a laugh rose in his chest.

It hurt his ribs.

He held it in.

The woman grinned. “I’m Twelve-Eight. Not that you’re allowed to use that outside this room.”

The bandaged boy lifted one hand. “Fourteen-Two.”

Max hesitated.

Then said, “Seventeen-Six.”

Twelve-Eight’s grin softened by half a degree. “We know. Everyone knows.”

Max looked down.

Of course they did.

Renn’s death. The warded room. Draven. The relic. Rumours probably moved through Blackhold faster than rats through Greystone sewers.

Twelve-Eight pushed off the wall. “Don’t look so pleased. Being interesting here is usually painful.”

“I noticed.”

Fourteen-Two sat back down in the sand. “First exercise is sitting.”

Max frowned. “Sitting?”

“And not touching anything with your Skill,” Twelve-Eight said. “Harder than it sounds, if you’re awful.”

Max looked at the glowing wards.

The hollow thing inside him stirred faintly.

He sat.

For the next hour, he learned nothing.

Or rather, he learned how much effort doing nothing required.

The wards hummed. The older recruits breathed. The room held power in its walls, floor, ceiling, contracts, bodies, scars, memories, blood, and tools. Max felt all of it dimly, not clearly enough to take, but clearly enough to want to understand.

Every time his attention reached too far, Twelve-Eight tossed a pebble at his forehead.

Every time his Skill stirred, Fourteen-Two said, “Breathe out.”

Every time he thought he was doing well, Serra said from the doorway, “You are not.”

By the end, Max was sweating more than he had during halberd drills.

But the hollow thing remained inside him.

Quiet.

Contained.

Mostly.

When he returned to the barracks that evening, the surviving recruits were already there.

Perrin sat on his bunk, staring at his hands.

Lysa had a rat perched on the windowsill and was pretending she did not.

Garron was cleaning his hammer.

Hale read from a slate covered in kingdom banners.

Seventeen-Twelve lay facing the wall.

Max went to his chest and checked inside.

The wooden wolf was still there.

He touched it once, then closed the lid.

Perrin looked up. “What was your power lesson like?”

Max thought about Draven.

About appetite wearing his thoughts.

About rules.

About the sword turning to dust.

“Sitting,” he said.

Perrin stared. “Sitting?”

Max lay down carefully on his bunk, ribs aching.

“Yes.”

Perrin looked offended. “I got hit with sticks because my hands are apparently faster than my brain.”

Lysa smiled from near the window. “Low bar.”

Perrin pointed at her. “I survived a death duel. Your insults mean less now.”

“No,” Lysa said. “You survived and became easier to insult.”

Garron gave a low chuckle.

Even Hale’s mouth twitched faintly.

For a few moments, the barracks felt almost human.

Then Seventeen-Twelve shifted on his bunk, and the silence returned.

Half of them were gone.

No joke could fill that much space.

The night bell rang.

Lights dimmed.

Max opened his menu beneath his blanket.

The blue words appeared.

The System still knew his name.

He looked at the first line for longer than the rest.

Name: Max

Then he closed it.

Outside, rain began to fall against Blackhold’s narrow windows.

Somewhere beyond the mountains, the Emperor and the God King had been fighting for nearly a thousand years.

Somewhere below those wars, the Red Order held its walls and turned criminals into weapons.

And somewhere inside Max, Absorption waited with its new rules.

Hungry.

Quiet.

Listening.

            

    
        What Fear Feeds

    
    
    
    
                The first rule of Absorption was simple.

Nothing living or recently dead unless ordered.

The second was worse.

Nothing from a mind, soul, body, blood, or memory unless ordered.

The third was the one Max understood least and feared most.

Nothing that binds me.

Contracts. Wards. Oaths. Marks.

He repeated the rules every morning.

Not aloud. Never aloud. Blackhold had enough ways to humiliate recruits without Max offering more. But as the iron bell screamed through the barracks and he dragged himself out of bed with aching ribs and sore hands, the rules moved through his thoughts.

Nothing living or recently dead.

Nothing from a mind, soul, body, blood, or memory.

Nothing that binds me.

They felt clumsy at first. Words hammered into place because Draven had demanded them.

By the third day, they felt less like rules and more like walls.

Thin walls.

Wooden walls.

Walls something hungry could scratch through if he stopped listening.

The surviving recruits of Intake Seventeen trained on.

They were quieter now.

The death matches had cut more than their number in half. They had cut something out of those who remained. Laughter still came, sometimes. Usually from Lysa. Usually sharp enough to make the room bleed. Perrin still muttered when he thought no instructor could hear, though he had become very good at muttering while moving his lips as little as possible. Garron still helped where he could, but there was a heaviness in him that had not been there before the rings.

Hale changed least.

Or perhaps she had already been changed before Blackhold found her.

The empty bunks remained empty.

No one spoke of them during the day.

At night, when the barracks settled and the walls held the dark close, Max felt the absence like missing teeth.

He did not dream of Renn every night anymore.

That was not mercy. His mind found other things.

The pie in the mud.

Veller’s hand dropping apple into porridge.

Perrin whispering sorry as Seventeen-Thirteen died on top of him.

The runed sword breaking into dust.

Draven naming what Max had absorbed before Max spoke a word.

By the fourth day after his return, Healer Mara cleared him for reduced conditioning.

Reduced meant he only had to run until breathing felt like dragging broken glass through his ribs, instead of until he wanted to die.

Cael resumed halberd instruction with the patience of a man filing iron.

“You are favouring your right side.”

“My ribs hurt, Instructor.”

“Do you expect future enemies to wait for comfort?”

“No, Instructor.”

“Then stop teaching your body to beg.”

Max adjusted.

Cael struck his ankle.

“Again.”

The halberd felt better every day.

That was not comfort either.

Sharpness III sat inside him like an invisible edge. When he held the weapon, he could sense how much more eagerly the blade would cut if he willed it. Not with words. Not with a System prompt. With intention. A subtle pressure from his Skill into the weapon.

Cael forbade testing it on living targets.

Then on wooden targets.

Then on rope.

Then on anything without his direct instruction.

“You have gained a sharp edge,” the old instructor said. “Congratulations. So has every idiot who ever bought a good knife. Skill is what keeps the edge where it belongs.”

Durability II was quieter.

His clothes tore less. His boots seemed to scuff but not split. The halberd shaft survived impacts that should have dented or cracked it. Even his training gloves, thin and patched, held together better than they had any right to.

Freezing Cut remained untested.

Max could feel it sleeping in every successful cut.

A cold promise.

He did not like promises.

Power lessons came in the late afternoon.

Most days, Max sat in the warded chamber with Twelve-Eight and Fourteen-Two while Sergeant Serra watched from the door and an instructor named Oren explained containment theory in a voice so dry it made dust seem lively.

Twelve-Eight’s Skill, Claim, let her take ownership of objects under certain conditions. Max still did not know all of them. She was not allowed to demonstrate on anything larger than coins, chalk, or wooden blocks.

Fourteen-Two’s Ruin Touch broke things down with skin contact. Cloth frayed. Wood rotted. Iron pitted. Stone weakened. Flesh, Max suspected, was why the boy’s arms were always wrapped and why he flinched whenever anyone walked too close.

They practiced restraint.

Mostly.

Twelve-Eight would make a coin twitch toward her palm, then stop it before it landed. Fourteen-Two would place one bandaged finger above a wooden cube and breathe until the urge to touch passed. Max sat with eyes closed and tried not to reach for the wards, the floor, the breath of the others, the faint traces of pain in his own body.

He hated sitting.

Sitting revealed too much.

In weapon training, pain had direction. Move. Correct. Strike. Breathe. Again.

In power training, there was only awareness.

The world was full of things.

Objects. Blood. Heat. Wards. Contracts. Memories. Fear. Pain. Names. Marks. Metal. Breath. Hunger.

Absorption noticed all of them.

On the sixth afternoon, when Max entered the warded chamber, the others were not there.

No Twelve-Eight.

No Fourteen-Two.

No Instructor Oren.

Only High Commander Draven.

Max stopped in the doorway.

The room seemed smaller with Draven inside it.

The High Commander wore black training leathers instead of armour, though a red cloak still hung from his shoulders. No sword rested at his hip, which somehow made him seem more dangerous rather than less. He stood in the centre of the ward circle, hands clasped behind his back.

Serra stood by the door.

Her expression told Max nothing.

“Inside, Seventeen-Six,” Draven said.

Max entered.

The door shut behind him.

The wards hummed faintly.

Draven studied him for several seconds.

Max resisted the urge to check his tunic, his stance, his hands, his breathing, his thoughts. The High Commander’s gaze always made him feel like something was being read from a page Max could not see.

“Recite your rules,” Draven said.

Max straightened. “Nothing living or recently dead unless ordered. Nothing from a mind, soul, body, blood, or memory unless ordered. Nothing that binds me. Contracts, wards, oaths, marks.”

“Do you understand them?”

“Yes, High Commander.”

“No,” Draven said. “You remember them. That is different.”

Max said nothing.

“Today you begin learning why they are necessary.”

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs stirred.

Draven noticed.

Of course he did.

“Sit.”

Max sat cross-legged in the sand.

Draven remained standing.

“Absorption has expressed through external hunger,” he said. “Corpse remnants. Relic structure. Blood resonance. Weapon enhancement. That is dangerous, but crude.”

Max’s jaw tightened.

Draven continued. “A broad Skill becomes more useful when turned inward.”

Max frowned. “Inward?”

“What is the nearest source of pain?”

Max hesitated.

“My ribs.”

“What is the nearest source of fear?”

Max looked at Draven.

The High Commander’s mouth twitched faintly.

“Better.”

Max looked down.

Draven circled him slowly.

“You have been trying to stop Absorption by building walls around everything outside yourself. That is necessary, but insufficient. If all hunger points outward, sooner or later it will find something you are too tired, too wounded, or too foolish to resist.”

The wards pulsed once.

“So you will give it something permitted to take.”

Max’s throat went dry.

“What?”

“Your own excess.”

Max looked up. “I don’t understand.”

“You will.”

Draven stopped in front of him. “Pain is information. Fear is information. Anger is information. Shame, grief, hunger, exhaustion — all information. Useful in proper measure. Crippling in excess. Most recruits learn to endure them. Some learn to ignore them. Both methods are flawed.”

Max thought of morning runs. Of press-ups until his arms failed. Of the duelling rings.

“Enduring works,” he said carefully.

“Enduring keeps you upright until it doesn’t. Ignoring keeps you moving until the ignored thing kills you.” Draven crouched, bringing his eyes level with Max’s. “You will learn to absorb the excess without consuming the warning.”

Max stared at him.

“For example,” Draven said, “if you absorb all pain, you will train until your body breaks and not notice. If you absorb all fear, you will become reckless and die. If you absorb all anger, you may lose the force that keeps you moving. You are not removing emotions. You are refining them.”

Max swallowed.

“Can Absorption do that?”

Draven’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“You tell me.”

That was not fair.

Nothing in Blackhold was.

Max closed his eyes.

At first, he felt only the familiar things.

The sand beneath him. The ward hum in the walls. The ache in his ribs. The tension in his shoulders. The dryness of his mouth. Draven’s presence in front of him like a blade held still.

The hollow thing waited.

Not lunging.

Not yet.

Max tried to turn toward his ribs.

Pain lived there, bright and stubborn. Not sharp like the first day, but deep. A bruise around breath. A warning wrapped around bone.

He reached toward it with his Skill.

The hollow thing opened.

Pain vanished.

Max gasped.

For one perfect heartbeat, breathing did not hurt.

Relief flooded him so completely that he almost laughed.

Then Draven’s hand struck him across the face.

Not hard enough to break anything.

Hard enough to snap his head sideways.

Pain bloomed in his cheek.

Max’s eyes flew open.

“What—”

Draven hit him again.

The second strike was harder.

Max’s hand shot up by instinct, but Serra’s voice cracked from the door.

“Do not.”

The contract warmed.

Max froze, breathing hard.

The pain in his ribs was gone.

Completely gone.

That should have been good.

It wasn’t.

He could not feel where to breathe carefully. Could not sense how far to twist. Could not tell if sitting upright strained the injury.

Draven watched him.

“What did you do wrong?”

Max’s cheek throbbed.

Anger flared.

The hollow thing stirred toward it.

Max forced it still.

“I took all of it.”

“Yes. Pain is not your enemy. Pain is a messenger. You do not kill the messenger before hearing the message.”

Max clenched his jaw.

Slowly, the rib pain returned.

Not all at once. It crept back like someone opening a door.

He winced.

Draven nodded. “Again. This time, take only what clouds thought. Leave enough to warn you.”

Max closed his eyes again.

Pain.

He found it more carefully now.

Not a lump.

Layers.

There was the true warning: sharp pressure when he breathed too deep, a pull when he twisted, a bright line when he leaned wrong.

Around it was excess. The ache that filled space. The memory of injury. The body shouting after the message had already been delivered.

Max reached for that outer layer.

The hollow thing opened.

He pulled.

The ache thinned.

The warning remained.

Max breathed in.

Pain still answered, but softer. Cleaner. Less overwhelming.

His thoughts sharpened.

He opened his eyes.

Draven studied him. “Better.”

Max hated how much that one word mattered.

“What did it feel like?” Draven asked.

“Like skimming fat off soup,” Max said before thinking.

Serra made a small sound near the door.

Draven stared at him.

Max braced for correction.

Instead, Draven said, “Crude. Accurate. Again.”

So Max did.

Pain became something with edges.

Something he could touch.

He learned that too little left him gasping and distracted. Too much left him dangerously numb. The correct amount was not absence. It was clarity.

After the fifth attempt, sweat ran down his back.

After the eighth, his hands trembled.

After the tenth, Draven told him to stand.

Max stood too fast.

His ribs twinged, but the pain did not swallow the movement. He adjusted automatically, keeping the warning without drowning in it.

Draven nodded once.

“Fear next.”

Max went still.

Pain was simple compared to fear.

Pain had a place.

Fear lived everywhere.

In the throat. The stomach. The hands. Behind the eyes. In memory. In expectation.

“What am I supposed to be afraid of?” Max asked.

Draven’s expression did not change.

The door opened behind him.

Serra stepped out.

When she returned, she carried Max’s halberd.

The real one.

Sharpened.

She tossed it across the room.

It landed in the sand before Max, the blade catching ward-light in a clean silver line.

Sharpness III stirred.

Freezing Cut slept cold beneath it.

Draven stood opposite him.

“Pick it up.”

Max did.

The weapon settled into his hands.

Draven stepped closer.

“Strike me.”

Max stared. “No.”

“Strike me.”

“The rule says—”

“I am instructing you.”

The contract did not warm.

Max looked at Serra.

She gave him nothing.

He looked back at Draven. “With the blade?”

“With intent.”

Max’s fingers tightened.

Every part of him rejected the order.

He had seen what Voss did to a recruit who attacked an instructor. He remembered the arm ripping free. The boot coming down. The scream ending.

That memory wrapped around his spine like ice.

Draven saw it.

“Good,” he said.

Max almost laughed. “Good?”

“That fear is useful. It prevents stupidity. Now strike me while keeping the warning and absorbing the paralysis.”

Max stared at him.

“I can’t.”

“That is not a fact. It is a feeling.”

Draven took another step closer.

He was inside the halberd’s reach now.

Too close for a full swing. Close enough for a thrust. Close enough for a mistake.

“Strike.”

Max could not move.

His hands locked.

His breath caught.

The memory of Seventeen-Fifteen’s skull breaking beneath Voss’s boot roared through him. The contract seemed to burn in anticipation even though it had not yet punished him. His body knew instructors were not to be harmed. His mind knew this was an order. Fear did not care.

Draven moved.

One moment he stood before Max.

The next, his hand closed around Max’s throat.

Not crushing.

Holding.

Max’s back hit the wall.

The halberd shaft clattered against stone but remained in his grip. Draven’s eyes were inches from his.

“If I were an enemy, you would be dead.”

Max’s pulse thundered beneath Draven’s fingers.

Fear flooded him.

Hot. Cold. Huge.

The hollow thing opened eagerly.

Max almost let it take everything.

No.

Fear is information.

He forced himself to feel it.

Draven was stronger. Faster. Close. Dangerous. His hand was at Max’s throat. The halberd was poorly positioned. The butt could still move. His left foot was free. His ribs limited twisting. Serra was behind Draven, not a threat unless he broke the order. The contract was warm but not burning.

Useful fear.

Around it was the excess.

Panic.

The memory of Voss killing Seventeen-Fifteen.

The certainty that disobedience meant death.

The shame of freezing.

The old helplessness from Veller’s office, Bran’s club, the magistrate’s hall.

Max reached inward.

Absorption opened.

He took the excess.

Fear thinned.

The world became clearer.

Not safe.

Never safe.

Clear.

Max shifted his grip, slid his rear hand down the shaft, and drove the butt of the halberd toward Draven’s knee.

Draven released his throat and stepped aside.

The butt struck empty air.

Max pivoted, using the movement to bring the blade around, then stopped the edge a handspan from Draven’s side.

He did not know why he stopped.

No.

He did.

The warning remained.

Do not harm instructor beyond instruction.

Strike with intent.

Not kill.

Draven looked down at the blade.

Then at Max.

“Again.”

Max’s breath shook.

But this time, he moved first.

The next hour was worse than pain training.

Draven attacked without warning.

Not fully. Max understood that quickly. If Draven wanted him dead, Max would be dead before fear had time to become useful. But even restrained, the High Commander was terrifying.

He entered reach as if the halberd were an inconvenience.

He slapped the shaft aside.

He drove Max backward.

He forced him into corners.

He made him choose between retreating and striking, between fear and action, between useful caution and useless panic.

Every time Max froze, Draven punished him.

A blow to the shoulder.

A sweep to the legs.

A hand at the throat.

A boot against the chest.

Never enough to truly injure.

Always enough to teach.

Max learned to absorb the panic before it locked his limbs.

Not remove fear.

Refine it.

Useful fear kept his weapon between them. Useful fear made him notice Draven’s feet, shoulders, hands, distance, breath. Useless fear screamed that Draven was too strong, too fast, too much, and Max was a starving orphan with a stolen name and no right to stand.

Absorption drank the second kind.

Each time it did, Max felt a small surge.

Not strength like Garron’s Stone Grip.

Not speed like Perrin’s Quick Hands.

Something subtler.

His thoughts cleared.

His muscles obeyed faster.

His breath steadied.

Pain dulled to warning.

Fear sharpened into awareness.

He was still weaker than Draven.

Still slower.

Still hopelessly outmatched.

But less helpless.

That mattered.

On the final exchange, Draven stepped inside the halberd’s reach and feinted toward Max’s throat.

Fear rose.

Max absorbed the excess.

He saw the feint.

He dropped the halberd’s head, reversed his grip, and drove the shaft across Draven’s path, not to strike, but to deny space. At the same time, he stepped back instead of away, angling the weapon so the spear point threatened Draven’s shoulder if he continued forward.

Draven stopped.

The point hovered near black leather.

Not touching.

The room held still.

Max’s chest heaved.

Sweat dripped from his chin.

His ribs ached, but only enough to remind him they existed.

Fear remained, but it no longer ruled his hands.

Draven looked at the spear point.

Then at Max.

“Acceptable.”

Max lowered the halberd before his arms gave out.

Serra, still by the door, watched him with an unreadable expression.

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs pulsed.

Not hungry this time.

Satisfied?

No.

That was not right.

Focused.

Blue light flickered across Max’s vision.

He froze.



ABILITY DEVELOPED

Absorb Emotion I



Max stared.

Another line appeared.



Absorb Emotion I

Effect: Allows limited absorption of the user’s own excess emotional responses, converting them into temporary clarity and minor physical reinforcement.



The words hung there.

Then faded.

Max’s fingers tightened around the halberd.

Draven spoke before Max could.

“Absorb Emotion.”

Max looked up sharply.

The High Commander already knew.

Of course he did.

“Level one,” Draven added.

Serra’s eyes flicked between them.

Max swallowed.

“Yes, High Commander.”

“What did the System say?”

Max hesitated.

The contract warmed.

He repeated it. “Allows limited absorption of my own excess emotional responses. Converts them into temporary clarity and minor physical reinforcement.”

Draven nodded.

“Limited,” he said. “Remember that word. Limited means you can exhaust it. Limited means it can fail. Limited means pushing too far may damage something you do not know how to repair.”

Max thought of fear vanishing entirely.

Pain disappearing too cleanly.

“What happens if I absorb too much?”

Draven’s gaze sharpened. “You become less human in ways that may feel useful.”

Max went cold.

The hollow thing was quiet.

Listening.

Draven stepped closer.

“Pain teaches caution. Fear teaches survival. Anger teaches boundaries. Grief teaches value. Shame teaches reflection. Remove all of them and you do not become strong. You become empty.”

Max’s mouth was dry.

“And if I’m already empty?”

Draven studied him for a long moment.

Then he said, “Then you fill the emptiness with rules before something else fills it for you.”

Max did not know what to say to that.

Draven turned toward the door.

“Again tomorrow.”

Max’s body sagged at the thought.

Serra opened the door.

Before leaving, Draven looked back.

“Seventeen-Six.”

“Yes, High Commander.”

“Do not use Absorb Emotion outside supervised training unless your life is at risk.”

Max looked at him. “Because it’s dangerous?”

“Because it will be tempting.”

That was worse.

Draven left.

Serra remained.

She looked at Max for a moment, then at the halberd in his hands.

“You’re shaking.”

Max looked down.

She was right.

His hands trembled around the shaft.

“I absorbed the fear.”

“No,” Serra said. “You absorbed enough to act.”

Max looked at her.

She stepped closer and took the halberd from him before his tired grip failed.

“That is the difference between control and stupidity.”

She turned to the door.

“Come. Food.”

The walk back through Blackhold felt strange.

His body hurt. His ribs ached. His throat bore faint marks from Draven’s grip. But his mind felt clearer than it had in weeks, as if someone had cleaned soot from a window inside his skull.

The clarity did not last.

By the time he reached the mess hall, emotions began to return in full.

Fear first.

Then anger.

Then shame.

Then a thin, trembling horror at how good it had felt when the fear went quiet.

Max sat with the survivors of Intake Seventeen and ate stew without tasting it.

Perrin watched him across the table.

“You look worse than after runs.”

Max tore bread in half. “Power lesson.”

Garron looked at Max’s throat. His expression darkened. “Who did that?”

Max touched the bruising and winced.

“Training.”

Garron’s hand tightened around his spoon.

Hale noticed. “Leave it.”

“I wasn’t going to do anything.”

“You were going to think loudly.”

Garron glared at her.

She stared back until he looked down.

Max appreciated it more than he could say.

Seventeen-Twelve ate at the far end of the table, silent as always. The empty space around him had become something the others respected without discussing.

That was Blackhold too.

Punishment was shared.

Grief was private.

After evening meal, the recruits returned to barracks.

Max checked his chest before lying down.

The wooden wolf was still there.

He held it beneath the blanket for a while, thumb tracing the uneven ears Alfie had carved.

Then he opened his menu.



Name: Max
Age: 16
Innate Skill: Absorption
Innate Skill Level: 3
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Absorb Emotion I
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Freezing Cut II
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Two abilities now.

Absorb Relic.

Absorb Emotion.

The list was still small, but it no longer looked empty.

Max stared at Absorb Emotion longest.

Allows limited absorption of the user’s own excess emotional responses.

His own.

That mattered.

It did not break the rules. It did not take from corpses, relics, blood, memories, or people. It took from him.

Only him.

That should have made it safe.

Draven’s voice returned.

Because it will be tempting.

Max closed the menu.

The barracks settled into darkness.

Around him, the surviving recruits slept or pretended to. Rain whispered against the narrow windows. Somewhere in the distance, a forge hammer struck metal again and again and again.

Max breathed carefully.

Pain answered softly.

Fear waited beneath it.

He did not absorb either.

Not tonight.

Tonight, he let himself feel them.

Because pain was information.

Fear was information.

And somewhere inside him, Absorption waited for permission to turn both into fuel.

            

    
        Monsters

    
    
    
    
                The next bell did not send them to the yard.

That alone was enough to make every surviving recruit suspicious.

Intake Seventeen stood beside their bunks in silence, dressed, washed, and ready before the barracks door opened. No one had failed to make their bed. No one had spoken. No one had so much as coughed too loudly.

Pain had made them obedient.

Death had made them efficient.

Sergeant Serra entered with a slate tucked beneath one arm. Her eyes moved across the line of nine recruits.

Seventeen-One. Garron.

Seventeen-Two. Hale.

Seventeen-Three. Lysa.

Seventeen-Four. Perrin.

Seventeen-Six. Max.

Seventeen-Eight. Sella.

Seventeen-Nine. Brint.

Seventeen-Twelve. The surviving twin.

Seventeen-Sixteen. A quiet recruit named Orrel, who had survived his duel with a club and a broken nose.

The missing numbers stood in the room too, in their own way.

Empty bunks.

Removed plaques.

Silence where breath should have been.

Serra’s gaze paused on Max for half a heartbeat longer than the others.

He kept his eyes forward.

His ribs still ached, but less than before. He could run again without wanting to fold in half. He could swing the halberd properly for short drills, though Cael still stopped him before exhaustion made his form sloppy. His new ability, Absorb Emotion, sat in his menu like a tempting knife.

He had not used it outside Draven’s lessons.

Not once.

That was not because he was disciplined.

It was because the temptation frightened him.

“Classroom,” Serra said.

Perrin’s shoulders sagged in relief.

Serra looked at him.

He straightened again.

“Do not look pleased, Seventeen-Four,” she said. “Some lessons kill slower than swords.”

Perrin’s relief vanished.

They were marched after breakfast to the same stone classroom where Archivist Pellam had taught them about kingdoms and borders. The great map of Terra still covered the wall, its scratched-out borders and marked territories watching over them like an accusation.

But today, the tables had changed.

Instead of maps, each bench held a slate, a chalk stub, and a stack of thin illustrated cards tied with cord.

Max sat between Perrin and Hale again.

Lysa sat behind him and immediately began untying the cord around her cards.

Serra’s baton tapped her knuckles.

Lysa smiled faintly and stopped.

At the front of the room stood a woman Max had never seen before.

She was broad-shouldered, dark-haired, and missing two fingers from her left hand. A jagged scar ran from one side of her neck down beneath the collar of her red-trimmed coat. Unlike Pellam, she wore armour beneath her cloak. Unlike most instructors, she carried no visible weapon.

That made Max think she did not need one.

Beside her stood a covered iron cage.

Something inside it scratched softly.

Perrin heard it and went very still.

The woman smiled.

It made the scar on her neck shift.

“My name is Instructor Yarrow,” she said. “You will call me Instructor. I teach monster doctrine, field identification, weakness exploitation, and survival priorities.”

The scratching inside the cage stopped.

Yarrow looked down the benches.

“Some of you think you know monsters.”

No one raised a hand.

No one in Intake Seventeen was that stupid anymore.

“Good,” she said. “That means you are learning.”

She turned and drew two words on the board behind her.

SAPIENT

SENTIENT

Then she faced them again.

“All monsters are dangerous. Not all monsters are the same kind of dangerous. The first division you will learn is simple: sapient and sentient.”

Max copied the words onto his slate.

Perrin leaned closer to his own slate, tongue caught between his teeth as he wrote.

Instructor Yarrow tapped the second word first.

“Sentient monsters feel. They hunger. Fear. Mate. Hunt. Flee. Protect territory. Remember pain. Learn patterns. They possess awareness, instinct, and sometimes cunning. But they do not form true societies, laws, cultures, or long-term plans beyond survival and territory.”

She tapped the first word.

“Sapient monsters think like people.”

The room changed.

Not much.

Enough.

“They reason,” Yarrow said. “They plan. They negotiate. They lie. They remember insults. They build lairs, clans, courts, cults, packs, kingdoms, or nightmares that resemble them. Some speak. Some write. Some worship. Some trade. Some wear your dead friend’s face and ask to be let inside.”

Perrin swallowed.

Lysa leaned forward with genuine interest.

Yarrow’s eyes moved across them. “The distinction matters because you kill a sentient monster like a beast. You kill a sapient monster like an enemy.”

Hale raised one hand.

Yarrow nodded.

“What if a sapient monster surrenders?”

“A field commander decides whether surrender is accepted,” Yarrow said. “Most of you will not be field commanders. If you are alone, injured, and a vampire offers surrender, assume it means she wants you close enough to hear your heartbeat.”

Hale lowered her hand.

Yarrow lifted a card from the stack on her desk and held it up.

The illustration showed a gaunt humanoid creature with grey skin, long ears, and jagged teeth.

“Goblins,” she said. “Sapient.”

Perrin blinked. “Goblins are sapient?”

Serra, standing near the door, sighed.

Yarrow smiled. “You sound disappointed.”

“I thought they were just…” Perrin stopped.

“Small? Ugly? Numerous? Easier to feel brave about killing?”

Perrin looked down.

“Yes, Seventeen-Four. Goblins are sapient. Crude tool use, tribal structures, ambush tactics, poison, traps, crude worship, and cowardice refined into military doctrine. A lone goblin is rarely a problem for a trained adult. Five goblins with a rope, pit, and one poisoned nail can kill a knight.”

She pinned the card to the board.

“Strengths: numbers, traps, night vision, adaptability, low food requirements. Weaknesses: poor discipline under pressure, fear of fire when not led, fragile bodies, overconfidence when prey appears weak.”

Lysa murmured, “Sounds like some people.”

Yarrow’s gaze snapped to her.

Lysa smiled innocently.

Yarrow continued. “Hobgoblins. Sapient. Larger, more disciplined, capable of organised warfare. If goblins are knife-rats in a cellar, hobgoblins are soldiers who know how to make knife-rats useful.”

Another card.

This one showed a taller creature with red-brown skin and armour made of bone and iron.

“Strengths: discipline, formation fighting, command structures, shield lines, battlefield awareness. Weaknesses: rigid hierarchy, reliance on officers, honour customs in some clans, vulnerable to disruption and decapitation strikes.”

Garron frowned. “Decapitation strikes?”

“Kill the leader,” Hale said softly.

Yarrow nodded. “Or make the followers believe you have.”

The next card showed a huge green-skinned brute with tusks, heavy muscle, and a weapon like a butcher’s cleaver.

“Orcs,” Yarrow said. “Sapient. Do not let tavern songs teach you they are stupid. Orcs are direct, not stupid. They value strength, endurance, challenge, and visible courage. Some tribes can be negotiated with. Some cannot. Learn the difference before walking into spear range.”

Max copied as quickly as he could.

Strengths: raw power, pain tolerance, group loyalty, intimidation, rage rituals.

Weaknesses: pride, provocation, overcommitment, vulnerable supply lines, ritual challenge exploitation.

“Werewolves,” Yarrow said.

The card made the room go quiet.

The creature in the image looked half-human, half-wolf, but that did not do it justice. It stood on two legs, fur bristling, jaws open, claws long enough to gut a horse.

“Classification varies,” Yarrow said. “Cursed werewolves are often sentient when transformed, sapient when human, and miserable in both states. Born werewolves are sapient in all forms and should be treated as hostile combatants unless proven otherwise by treaty.”

Perrin looked horrified. “There are treaties with werewolves?”

“There are treaties with many things that would eat you,” Yarrow said. “That is why treaties exist.”

Lysa grinned.

Yarrow pinned the card.

“Strengths: speed, strength, enhanced smell, regeneration, pack coordination, fear effect on untrained soldiers. Weaknesses: silver, wolfsbane preparations, fire discipline, hamstringing, throat and spine trauma, pack-leader disruption. Do not rely on ordinary wounds. They close too quickly.”

Max’s chalk paused.

Regeneration.

He imagined cutting something and watching the wound knit shut around the blade.

The hollow thing inside him stirred faintly.

He ignored it.

“Vampires,” Yarrow said.

Another hush.

The card showed a pale woman in noble clothing, mouth closed, eyes dark, one hand resting on the shoulder of a kneeling man.

Not monstrous at first glance.

That made it worse.

“Sapient,” Yarrow said. “Always assume sapient. Always assume older than they appear. Always assume they know more about you than you know about them. Lesser vampires may be feral, but even feral vampires retain predatory cunning.”

She tapped the card.

“Strengths: speed, strength, charm effects, blood drain, night vision, rapid healing, social infiltration, memory manipulation in older strains, thrall creation. Weaknesses: sunlight for most bloodlines, fire, decapitation, heart destruction, sanctified symbols depending on lineage, running water for some, invitation bindings for some, arrogance for nearly all.”

Perrin wrote frantically.

“Why are half of those ‘some’?” he asked.

“Because monsters do not read our manuals,” Yarrow said. “A northern grave-vampire burns in sunlight. A court-blooded dusk vampire may only weaken. A marsh leech-vampire may not care about your holy symbol but will refuse to cross saltwater. Field doctrine begins with general rules and survives by adapting.”

Max wrote that down too.

Field doctrine survives by adapting.

Yarrow glanced at him.

For a moment, Max wondered if she knew why that line mattered to him.

Then she turned back to the board.

“Trolls. Sentient, usually.”

The illustrated troll was huge, warty, long-armed, and hunched, with tusks curling from its lower jaw.

“Strengths: regeneration, size, reach, ambush near bridges, caves, rivers, and forest paths. Weaknesses: fire, acid, sunlight in some strains, brain destruction, starvation traps. Do not celebrate because you cut off a troll’s arm. It may beat you to death with it while growing another.”

Garron made a thoughtful sound.

Yarrow looked at him. “You think I’m joking.”

“No, Instructor.”

“Good. I am not.”

“Giants,” she continued.

The next card barely fit on the board. A massive humanoid stood beside a pine tree, making the tree look like a twig.

“Classification depends on breed. Hill giants are often sentient, though some clans show signs of simple sapience. Frost giants, storm giants, and old-blood giants are sapient and extremely dangerous.”

Strengths: size, strength, reach, thrown boulders, environmental resistance, thick hide, old magic in higher breeds.

Weaknesses: joints, eyes, tendons, terrain traps, arrogance, poor turning speed, hunger, internal conflict among clans.

“Never fight a giant fairly,” Yarrow said. “Fair fights are for idiots and ballads.”

Cael would have approved of that.

“Wraiths,” Yarrow said.

The card showed a black shape with a crown of smoke and hands like claws.

“Sentient to sapient depending on origin. Undead formed from violent death, failed binding, cursed battlefields, or deliberate necromancy. They ignore most ordinary weapons. They drain warmth, courage, and life through proximity and touch.”

Perrin lowered his chalk.

“Courage?”

“Yes.”

“How do you fight something that drains courage?”

Yarrow’s gaze drifted briefly to Max.

“Discipline,” she said. “Anchoring techniques. Rotating front lines. Firelight. Silvered or sanctified weapons. Spirit wards. Never alone. Never in silence. Fear feeds many undead.”

Max felt Absorb Emotion sit cold and quiet in his menu.

Fear as fuel.

Fear as food.

Yarrow continued.

“Strengths: intangibility, fear aura, life drain, resistance to mundane weapons, night empowerment. Weaknesses: sunlight, spirit wards, silver, sanctified flame, true names in some cases, destroying the anchor object or corpse remains.”

Lysa raised a hand.

Yarrow nodded.

“What if you don’t know the anchor?”

“Then you burn everything nearby and hope you are thorough.”

Lysa’s smile returned. “I like this class.”

“Do not.”

The next card was a skeleton warrior.

“Undead lesser: skeletons, zombies, corpse hounds, bone crawlers. Usually sentient only in the loosest sense, animated by command, curse, dungeon influence, or lingering hunger. Weak individually. Dangerous in numbers or under necromantic direction.”

Strengths: no fear, no pain, no fatigue, resistant to piercing weapons, often toxic or diseased.

Weaknesses: blunt force, fire, holy light, joint destruction, command disruption, terrain.

“Do not stab a skeleton and look surprised when it continues not caring,” Yarrow said.

Garron looked pleased with his hammer.

Pellam would have hated that.

“Liches,” Yarrow said.

Even Serra’s posture changed slightly.

The card was simple.

A robed skeleton holding a staff, a crown floating above its skull, blue fire in its eyes.

“Sapient. Extremely. If you meet one without a field commander, specialist support, relic weapons, and a retreat plan, your objective is not victory. Your objective is to die slowly enough that someone important learns where it is.”

No one wrote for a moment.

Then every chalk stub moved.

“Strengths: magic, preparation, undead command, phylactery-based persistence, centuries of knowledge, layered wards, soul manipulation. Weaknesses: arrogance, phylactery dependence, overreliance on prepared ground, holy or anti-magic relics, disruption of ritual focus.”

Max swallowed.

“What’s a phylactery?” Perrin whispered.

“Thing that keeps it from staying dead,” Hale murmured.

Perrin went pale.

“Correct,” Yarrow said, because of course she had heard.

She moved to the next.

“Dragons.”

The room went utterly still.

The card showed a winged shape coiled around a mountain peak, eyes like burning coins.

Yarrow let the silence sit.

“Dragons are sapient. Some are more intelligent than kingdoms. Some are less reasonable than storms. Size, breath, elemental affinity, magic, armour, flight, and temperament vary wildly by bloodline.”

She tapped the card.

“Strengths: flight, scales, breath weapon, magic, claws, teeth, tail, fear aura, greed, memory, patience. Weaknesses: arrogance, wing membranes, eyes, softer scale gaps under limbs and jaw, territorial predictability, hoard fixation, rivalries, young age.”

“Young age?” Garron asked.

“A young dragon may be killed by prepared knights,” Yarrow said. “An elder dragon may decide it dislikes the shape of a city and solve that before lunch.”

No one asked more.

“Do not fight dragons unless ordered. If ordered, assume you are part of the distraction.”

That sentence did not help.

“Demons,” Yarrow said.

The next card was marked with red lines forming a broken circle.

“No single body type. Often sapient. Always hostile to stable life in some degree. They enter through breaches, summons, possession, old contracts, corrupted dungeons, and stupidity dressed as ambition.”

Strengths: variable powers, corruption, possession, resistance to fear, pact magic, adaptive forms, psychological warfare.

Weaknesses: binding circles, true names, banishment rites, sanctified weapons, cold iron in some breeds, contract limitations, overconfidence in mortal greed.

“Important,” Yarrow said. “A demon offering exactly what you want is not making a mistake. It is identifying the handle by which you can be carried.”

Max thought of Absorption.

Of desire wearing his own thoughts.

He wrote that down too.

“Beastkin and cursed hybrids,” Yarrow said, pinning several cards at once. “Harpies, manticores, chimerae, basilisk strains, lamia, minotaurs, gorgons, arachne, and worse. Classification varies. Do not assume a human face means sapient. Do not assume an animal shape means mindless.”

She went through them quickly, but each one lodged somewhere unpleasant in Max’s mind.

Harpies: sentient to sapient, flight, sonic shrieks, flock tactics. Weaknesses: wing damage, weighted nets, ear wards.

Manticores: sentient, tail spines, poison, ambush from above. Weaknesses: poor endurance, spine sacs, fire.

Chimerae: usually sentient, multiple heads, mixed affinities, unpredictable attacks. Weaknesses: internal competition between heads, poor coordination if wounded correctly.

Basilisks: sentient, petrifying gaze in mature strains, venom, armoured hide. Weaknesses: mirrored shields sometimes, blindness, soft palate, mobility limits in cold.

Lamia: often sapient, charm, constriction, venom, old ruin lairs. Weaknesses: cold, spine trauma, anti-charm wards, overconfidence in conversation.

Minotaurs: sapient in labyrinth clans, sentient in dungeon-spawned variants. Strength, charge, maze sense. Weaknesses: turning limits, pride, scent disruption.

Gorgons: sapient, petrification gaze, serpentine hair, poison, mirror-awareness. Weaknesses: indirect sight, sound tracking, decapitation with covered vision.

Arachne: sapient, webs, venom, vertical movement, traps. Weaknesses: fire, open ground, web-anchor destruction.

Perrin’s chalk broke halfway through arachne.

He stared at the broken piece.

“I liked it better when I only worried about people stabbing me,” he muttered.

“You should still worry about that,” Lysa said. “It’s rude to neglect old fears.”

Yarrow ignored them and pulled the cloth from the iron cage.

Inside was a creature the size of a dog.

It had too many legs, a rat-like head, a ridge of bone along its spine, and a tail ending in a hooked barb. Its eyes were yellow. Its mouth opened sideways.

Perrin made a sound of deep personal betrayal.

Lysa leaned forward.

The creature hissed.

“Spine-rat,” Yarrow said. “Sentient. Dungeon-adapted scavenger. Not especially dangerous alone, unless you are sleeping, wounded, small, or stupid.”

The spine-rat struck the bars with its tail.

The metal rang.

“Strengths: speed, disease, tail venom, pack feeding, bone ridge protection. Weaknesses: fire, crushing weapons, poor eyesight in bright light, predictable lunge before tail strike.”

She pointed to its shoulders. “See the tension?”

The creature crouched.

“Tail follows head feint. Shield high, boot low, crush spine.”

It lunged against the cage.

Perrin jumped so hard his knee hit the table.

The creature’s tail struck the bars where a face would have been.

Yarrow covered the cage again.

“That,” she said, “is a monster you might survive meeting this year.”

No one liked the sound of that.

She returned to the board and wrote three more words.

KNOW

DISTANCE

WEAKNESS

“Monster fighting begins before the blade moves,” she said. “First, know what it is. If you cannot know, learn without dying. Second, keep the correct distance. A spear is useless if the vampire is already holding your wrist. A dagger is useless if the manticore is above bow height. Third, exploit weakness without pride. Fire against troll. Silver against werewolf. Blunt force against skeleton. Light against wraith. Terrain against giant. Silence against harpy. Reflection against gaze. Salt, iron, faith, poison, hunger, greed, weather — everything can be a weapon if you understand the thing trying to kill you.”

Max wrote until his fingers ached.

Yarrow’s gaze passed over them.

“Now, the part fools misunderstand.”

She drew a line beneath sapient.

“Sapient does not mean safe. It does not mean redeemable. It does not mean evil either. It means capable of choice. Sometimes that choice is to trade. Sometimes it is to honour a treaty. Sometimes it is to eat the envoy and wear his face to the next meeting.”

She drew a line beneath sentient.

“Sentient does not mean harmless. It does not mean stupid. It means simpler motives. Hunger. Territory. Fear. Breeding. Pain. Control those, and you may control the encounter.”

Hale raised a hand again.

Yarrow nodded.

“What about humans?” Hale asked.

The room went very quiet.

Serra looked at her.

Yarrow smiled slowly.

“Good question.”

Hale lowered her hand.

Yarrow tapped the board between the two categories.

“Humans are sapient. They are also monsters often enough that the distinction becomes administrative.”

No one laughed.

“Bandits, cultists, oathbreakers, illegal necromancers, demon pact holders, rogue awakened, war criminals, corrupted nobles, and desperate peasants with pitchforks all kill recruits the same as claws do. Do not let the word monster make you forget that people invented most of the cruelest things you will see.”

Max thought of Veller.

The magistrate.

Bran.

Draven.

He wrote nothing.

Yarrow walked to the front desk and picked up a small strip of red cloth.

“The Red Order uses a three-mark field threat system for monsters.”

She pinned the cloth beside the board.

“One mark: dangerous but manageable by trained recruits or local militia with preparation. Examples: goblin bands, spine-rats, lesser undead, young trolls under control conditions.”

A second strip.

“Two marks: knight response advised. Werewolf packs, vampire spawn clusters, ogres, manticores, wraiths, hobgoblin warbands, minor demons.”

A third strip.

“Three marks: full Order deployment, specialist support, or strategic avoidance. Elder vampires, liches, dragons, breach demons, giant clans, corrupted dungeons, sapient monster courts.”

Perrin stared at the third strip.

“What’s above three?”

Yarrow looked at him.

The room seemed colder.

“Evacuation,” she said. “Prayer if you must. Fire if you can. Silence if you survive.”

Perrin stopped asking questions.

The lesson continued into the afternoon.

They matched cards to categories.

Pellam’s kingdom lessons had made Max’s head hurt. Yarrow’s monster lessons made the world feel crowded with teeth.

Garron misclassified vampires as sentient because “anything that drinks blood like that can’t be thinking properly.” Yarrow made him list every way that mistake could get a patrol killed.

Perrin confused gorgons and basilisks and ended up writing “do not look at either unless ordered” on his slate, which Yarrow reluctantly accepted as “cowardly but practical.”

Lysa correctly identified all rat-adjacent monsters, then incorrectly argued that sewer crawlers were “misunderstood.” Yarrow told her misunderstanding would not grow back a missing foot.

Hale answered almost everything correctly.

No one was surprised.

Max did well with weaknesses.

He did less well with classification.

The idea that some monsters could speak, bargain, plan, and still be monsters bothered him more than he wanted to admit.

During a break, he stared at the vampire card.

The painted woman looked almost kind.

Lysa leaned over his shoulder. “Careful. Fall in love and she’ll drink you dry.”

Max put the card down. “Can sapient monsters join the Order?”

Lysa blinked.

Perrin leaned over too. “Why would you ask that?”

Max shrugged. “If sapient means they think like people, and people can be criminals, and criminals can be recruited…”

Hale looked up from her slate.

Yarrow, across the room, answered without turning around.

“Yes.”

The room quieted again.

Max looked toward her.

Yarrow continued sorting cards. “Rarely. Under restrictions. Usually under old treaties, debt oaths, exile conditions, or because the alternative is worse.”

Perrin looked horrified. “There are monsters in the Red Order?”

Serra’s voice came from the door. “There are recruits in this room who killed other recruits last week. Worry about monsters later.”

That ended that.

But Max kept thinking about it.

Sapient.

Sentient.

Monster.

Person.

Weapon.

Recruit.

Number.

Name.

The categories mattered because the Order said they mattered. Because tactics needed definitions. Because a vampire was not a troll, and a goblin was not a spine-rat, and a frightened boy with Absorption was not the same danger as a lich.

But categories did not make things simple.

They made mistakes easier to name after people died.

At the end of the lesson, Yarrow uncovered the spine-rat again.

It hissed at them.

“Final question,” she said. “Sentient or sapient?”

“Sentient,” the intake answered.

“Strengths?”

“Speed,” Hale said.

“Venom,” Perrin added.

“Pack feeding,” Garron said.

“Disease,” Max said.

“Ugly face,” Lysa said.

The spine-rat hissed louder.

Yarrow looked at her. “Not tactically relevant.”

“Morale effect,” Lysa said.

Yarrow paused.

Then, reluctantly, said, “Accepted.”

A few of the recruits almost smiled.

Almost.

“Weaknesses?” Yarrow asked.

“Fire,” Max said.

“Crushing weapons,” Garron said.

“Bright light,” Hale said.

“Predictable lunge,” Perrin said, sounding proud of remembering.

Yarrow nodded.

“Good. If this cage opened and it attacked, who should engage first?”

Garron lifted a hand. “Me?”

“Why?”

“Hammer. Crush spine.”

“Correct. Who supports?”

“Hale with spear,” Max said. “Keep it from circling. Lysa if it gets close.”

Lysa smiled. “I love being third choice.”

“You have knives,” Max said.

“I also have feelings.”

“No you don’t,” Perrin muttered.

Lysa kicked his bench.

Yarrow’s mouth twitched.

“Correct enough,” she said. “You are beginning to think like a unit. Do not ruin it by becoming sentimental.”

Serra opened the door.

“Lesson over. Weapon drills.”

Perrin stared at her. “After monsters?”

“Monsters do not cancel weapon drills.”

“Do anything cancel weapon drills?”

Serra thought about it.

“Death. Sometimes.”

Perrin stood immediately.

The recruits filed out.

As Max passed the covered cage, the spine-rat scratched once against the iron bars.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred.

Not strongly.

But enough.

Max paused.

For a moment, he felt the creature inside the cage. Its hunger. Its fear. Its quick little heart. Its simple desire to bite, flee, hide, breed, live.

Sentient.

Not sapient.

A monster.

Alive.

Nothing living unless ordered.

Max pulled his attention away.

The hollow thing settled.

Mostly.

Yarrow watched him from beside the board.

“You felt it,” she said.

Max turned.

Serra stopped at the door.

Max considered lying.

The contract warmed faintly.

“Yes, Instructor.”

“What did you feel?”

“Hunger. Fear. Instinct.” He looked at the cage. “It wants out.”

“Everything in Blackhold wants out,” Yarrow said. “That does not make it special.”

Max did not answer.

Yarrow studied him.

“Remember this, Seventeen-Six. Understanding a monster does not require becoming merciful.”

Max looked at the covered cage.

“No, Instructor.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly, as if she had heard the part of his answer he did not say.

Understanding a monster did not require mercy.

But it did make hatred harder.

Serra tapped her baton against the doorframe.

“Move.”

Max moved.

Outside, the grey line led toward the training yard. The sky above Blackhold was dark with low cloud, and the wind smelled of rain, smoke, and mountains.

Garron rolled his shoulders. “If they put a troll in a cage next lesson, I’m leaving.”

“You are under magical contract,” Hale said.

“I’ll leave emotionally.”

Lysa smiled. “I left emotionally years ago. It helps.”

Perrin walked beside Max, clutching his slate to his chest. “Do you think we’ll actually fight those things?”

Max thought of the map.

The Dead Valleys.

The Warlands.

The Red Order holding the line between kingdoms that had been fighting for a thousand years and monsters that did not care about borders.

“Yes,” he said.

Perrin looked miserable. “I was hoping you’d lie.”

Max looked ahead toward the yard, where Cael waited beside the weapon racks with his halberd planted in the sand.

“So was I.”

The bell rang.

Training resumed.

And that night, when Max opened his menu beneath the blanket, he stared at Absorption for a long time.

Werewolves healed.

Vampires drank.

Wraiths fed on warmth and courage.

Demons offered what people wanted.

Monsters had strengths.

Monsters had weaknesses.

Max wondered which list he belonged on.

Then he closed the menu and held Alfie’s wooden wolf until sleep came.

            

    
        First Blood Beyond the Walls

    
    
    
    
                Three weeks passed after the monster lessons started.

Not gently.

Blackhold did not know how to do anything gently.

The surviving recruits of Intake Seventeen trained until their bodies forgot what softness had been. Weapon drills at dawn. Conditioning until breakfast felt earned. Kingdom lessons, monster doctrine, power theory, formation work, night marches, wound binding, camp discipline, signal calls, trap recognition, and more weapon drills when instructors decided their hands had not yet bled enough.

Max grew stronger.

Not quickly. Not in the way stories made it sound, where a boy suffered once and came out forged into something shining. His strength came in smaller, uglier ways.

He could run farther before his lungs burned.

He could hold the halberd longer before his arms shook.

He could take Cael’s corrections without losing balance every time.

He could breathe around pain.

He could absorb the excess of fear before it froze his hands.

Not always.

Not perfectly.

But enough.

His halberd no longer felt like an argument with wood and steel. It had become a problem he was learning to solve. The shaft moved through his hands with less clumsiness. The blade followed lines he intended more often than not. The hook found shield rims, ankles, and weapon shafts in drills. The spear point no longer wandered when he thrust.

Cael still struck him daily.

Apparently progress did not remove the need for bruises.

“Again,” the old instructor said.

Max moved.

The training hall rang with steel, wood, breath, and orders. Intake Seventeen had been split by weapon, as usual, though the groups were smaller now. Too small. Empty space followed them everywhere.

Garron worked with the hammer instructor, each strike landing with enough force to send dull impacts through the sand. Hale drilled spear forms with a precision that made her instructor watch more than correct. Lysa moved with knives in both hands, circling Pell like a shadow with teeth. Perrin sparred against another sword recruit from an older intake, losing, recovering, losing again, and refusing to stay down.

Sella, Seventeen-Eight, trained with a short blade and buckler. She rarely spoke. Her silver hair had been cut close after processing, leaving the missing ear impossible to ignore. Poison Taste, her Innate Skill, made instructors careful with what she was given to identify during power lessons. She had survived the death rings by killing Tovel without hesitation.

Orrel, Seventeen-Sixteen, used a club.

He was quiet, broad-faced, and nervous in a way that never seemed to leave him. His old nose had healed crooked after the death match. He trained hard. He obeyed. He rarely volunteered for anything.

Seventeen-Twelve trained alone more often than not.

The surviving twin had become thinner somehow, despite the food. Not starved. Hollowed. He spoke only when ordered. He fought with a spear like he hated the weapon, the instructors, the ground, the air, and himself in equal measure.

Max understood that less than he wanted to.

And perhaps more.

Cael’s halberd snapped toward his head.

Max caught the strike on the shaft and turned it aside.

Not enough.

The butt of Cael’s weapon hit him in the stomach.

Air rushed out of him.

“Too slow.”

Max staggered back, breathing through the pain. His ribs had healed, mostly, but his body remembered.

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Again.”

Max reset his stance.

Across the hall, the main doors opened.

That was unusual.

Weapon sessions were not interrupted. Not by meals. Not by weather. Not by screaming from other training yards. The Order liked lessons to finish properly, which usually meant painfully.

Sergeant Serra entered.

Beside her walked Instructor Yarrow.

Max noticed the change immediately.

Yarrow was armed.

A short sword at one hip. Hatchet at the other. Crossbow slung over one shoulder. Her red-trimmed coat had been replaced by dark leather and mail, and the scar at her neck looked harsher in the torchlight.

Cael lowered his halberd.

Around the hall, instructors stopped.

The recruits noticed a heartbeat later.

Silence spread.

Serra’s gaze moved across the room until it found Voss. The head instructor listened as Yarrow spoke quietly to him. Voss’s expression did not change, but his eyes shifted toward Intake Seventeen.

Max felt the hollow thing beneath his ribs stir.

Not hunger.

Warning.

Voss turned.

“Intake Seventeen.”

Every surviving recruit straightened.

Serra stepped forward. “Weapons down. Field gear.”

Perrin’s face went pale immediately.

Lysa smiled, but it did not reach her eyes.

Garron tightened his grip on his hammer before forcing himself to lower it.

Cael looked at Max.

“Take your halberd,” he said.

Max blinked. “Sergeant said weapons down.”

“She meant training weapons.”

Max looked at the halberd in his hands.

It was not sharpened steel, but it was not harmless either.

Cael turned and took another halberd from a wall rack. Max’s real one. The sharpened one, the one marked as his, the one he had carried since the death rings.

The blade had been cleaned until it shone.

Sharpness III waited inside him like a line of silver thought.

Cael held it out.

Max accepted it.

His hands settled into place.

The weapon felt eager.

Or maybe that was him.

No.

He pushed the thought away.

Serra’s voice cracked through the hall. “Move.”

They moved.

No one asked where they were going.

They were learning.

The armoury issued them field kit with brutal efficiency.

Dark grey outer coats reinforced with leather. Simple helmets. Gloves. Bedrolls. Water skins. Hard bread. Dried meat. Flint. Bandage rolls. A small pouch of salt. Each recruit’s weapon was inspected, sharpened, and returned.

No shields for Max.

Hale had her spear.

Garron his hammer.

Lysa her knives.

Perrin his sword, which he held as if apologising to it in advance.

Sella carried short blade and buckler.

Orrel took his iron-banded club.

Seventeen-Twelve took his spear and did not look at anyone.

When the gear was issued, Serra led them to the outer yard.

A cold wind moved across Blackhold. The sky was low and grey, heavy with the kind of cloud that promised rain without granting it. Red banners snapped above the walls. The main gate stood open.

Beyond it lay the road down from the castle.

Max had not been outside Blackhold’s walls since he arrived.

For a moment, he simply stared.

Serra saw.

“Do not look relieved,” she said. “You are not leaving. You are being used.”

That killed whatever feeling had tried to rise in his chest.

A squad of Red Cloaks waited by the gate. Six soldiers. One pack mule. No wagon.

At their head stood a sergeant Max did not know.

He was lean, middle-aged, and weathered, with brown skin, black hair threaded with grey, and a trimmed beard. His left eye was missing, the socket covered by a black leather patch. A red cloak hung from one shoulder, pinned by an iron clasp. He carried a spear and a curved sword, though both remained sheathed.

Serra stopped before him.

“Sergeant Rusk,” she said.

“Sergeant Serra.”

“Intake Seventeen. Nine recruits. Field test authority granted by Voss and Yarrow.”

Rusk looked them over.

His one eye was not kind.

It was not cruel either.

That might have been worse.

“These are the survivors?”

Serra’s mouth tightened. “These are the recruits.”

Rusk grunted. “We’ll see.”

Perrin swallowed.

Rusk noticed, of course.

The one-eyed sergeant stepped closer to the line.

“Listen carefully. Goblin activity has been reported in the lower pinewood east of the old quarry road. Missing goats. Missing trapper. Two children saw green shapes near the stream and were smart enough to run. We are going to verify, engage, and eliminate.”

Goblins.

Max’s monster lesson returned immediately.

Sapient.

Small. Numerous. Ambush tactics. Traps. Poison. Night vision. Fire fear unless led. Fragile bodies. Dangerous in groups.

A lone goblin is rarely a problem.

Five goblins with a rope, pit, and poisoned nail can kill a knight.

Rusk continued. “My soldiers and I are not here to win the fight for you. We are here to observe, contain runners, prevent strategic failure, and retrieve anything worth burning if you all die.”

Perrin looked as if he had been punched.

Lysa muttered, “Charming.”

Rusk’s eye snapped to her. “Seventeen-Three?”

She straightened. “Yes, Sergeant.”

“You have an objection?”

“No, Sergeant.”

“Good. Keep it. Objections make fine company in graves.”

He moved on.

“Field order,” Rusk said. “Weapon restrictions are lifted. Skills and abilities are unrestricted for the duration of this mission.”

That sent a ripple through the intake.

Max’s hand tightened around the halberd.

Unrestricted.

The word did not feel like freedom.

It felt like someone opening a cage and standing back to see what came out.

Rusk’s eye moved to him. “Unrestricted does not mean stupid. You use what keeps you alive and completes the task. You do not test tricks because you are curious. You do not waste power. You do not endanger the intake.”

His gaze shifted to Lysa.

“Seventeen-Three. Your rats scout.”

Lysa’s smile changed.

For the first time since Max had known her, it looked almost real.

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“You will keep them ahead, behind, and to either flank. I want warning before we step on a goblin nail, tripwire, pit, corpse marker, or ambush.”

Lysa rolled her shoulders. “That many rats might cost you.”

Rusk stared.

Her smile faded a fraction.

“By which I mean, yes, Sergeant.”

“Better.”

He looked at the rest of them.

“Stone Grip. Poison Taste. Quick Hands. Weight Step. Whatever remains of your courage. Use it. Goblins will not fight fairly. Neither will you.”

Perrin glanced at his hands as if only now remembering that Quick Hands was more than a thief’s convenience.

Serra turned to the recruits.

“Field rules remain except where Sergeant Rusk has lifted them. No breaking formation. No old names. No panic. No disobeying mission command.”

Her gaze settled on Max.

“No experimentation.”

Max’s jaw tightened. “Yes, Sergeant.”

Rusk raised a brow, but did not ask.

That made Max wonder how much he had been told.

The gates opened fully.

Intake Seventeen marched out of Blackhold.

The road down from the castle was steep and slick with old rain. Pines crowded the slopes below, dark and dense. Mist clung between the trunks. The air smelled of wet needles, stone, and distant earth.

At first, Lysa walked like the others.

Then she whistled.

It was not loud.

Not even especially sharp.

A low, chittering sound slipped through her teeth, strange enough that Max’s skin prickled.

Nothing happened.

Perrin glanced around. “Is that it?”

Lysa looked at him. “Give them a moment. They’re not soldiers. They have standards.”

A rustle came from the brush.

Then another.

Then dozens.

Rats emerged from the forest.

They came in twos and threes at first, slipping from beneath roots, from hollow logs, from gaps between stones. Brown rats. Grey rats. Black rats with slick fur and bright eyes. Larger forest rats with thick tails and scarred faces. They gathered around Lysa’s boots in a shifting, whispering mass.

Perrin went rigid.

“Oh, that’s horrible.”

Lysa smiled down at them. “That’s rude. They think you smell nervous.”

“I am nervous.”

“They know.”

More rats arrived.

Soon there were enough that the pine needles around Lysa seemed to move.

Max stared despite himself.

The rats did not look controlled exactly. Not like puppets. They looked attentive. Interested. Some stood on hind legs, whiskers twitching. Others climbed onto roots and stones to see her better.

Lysa crouched.

Her voice changed.

Not words.

Not human words, anyway.

A stream of clicks, soft squeaks, and chittering breaths left her mouth. The rats answered in a dozen different pitches. Some darted away. Others remained, shifting restlessly.

Garron looked faintly disturbed. “That’s your Skill?”

Lysa glanced up. “No, this is my charming personality.”

Rusk said, “Report.”

Lysa’s humour vanished. She closed her eyes, head tilted.

“They know smoke east. Blood near water. Goblin stink. Old meat. Iron bite in the ground.”

“Iron bite?” Perrin asked.

“Nails,” Hale said.

Lysa nodded. “Or traps.”

Rusk gestured forward. “Scout spread.”

Lysa clicked her tongue.

The rats scattered.

Some flowed ahead through the undergrowth. Others spread to either side. A few vanished behind them. One fat black rat climbed onto Lysa’s shoulder and remained there, whiskers brushing her cheek.

Perrin looked horrified. “Why does that one get to stay?”

“She’s management.”

“Of course she is.”

They walked.

Max stayed near the centre of the group, halberd upright, blade wrapped in a narrow strip of leather while they marched. Hale moved ahead and slightly to the left with her spear. Garron took the front with his hammer resting across one shoulder. Lysa walked near the middle now, eyes unfocused as if listening to a room no one else could hear. Perrin walked too close to Max until Max shifted the halberd butt enough to make him step away.

“Sorry,” Perrin murmured.

Max glanced at him.

Perrin looked terrified.

Not frozen.

Not useless.

Just terrified.

Max understood that.

He felt fear too. It moved beneath his ribs, cold and restless, but he did not absorb it. Not yet. Fear was information. Fear kept his eyes moving.

The forest swallowed the sound of Blackhold behind them.

They walked for nearly an hour.

No one spoke except Rusk and his soldiers, who gave short commands when the path turned difficult. Every few minutes, Lysa would pause, tilt her head, and whisper to rats no one else could see.

The first trap never touched them.

Lysa raised a fist.

Everyone stopped.

A grey rat appeared on a mossy root ahead, stood on its hind legs, and squeaked sharply.

Lysa crouched, listening.

“Trip line,” she said. “Ahead. Bone rattle in tree. Dung pit past it.”

Perrin blinked. “Dung pit?”

“Would you prefer to discover it with your face?”

“No.”

“Then thank the rat.”

Perrin looked at the grey rat. “Thank you.”

The rat ignored him.

Hale and Lysa moved forward carefully. The rope was ankle-high, half-buried under pine needles. Above it, bones had been tied into a branch. Beyond that, a shallow pit had been disguised with leaves and smeared with filth.

Not deadly.

But infection killed too.

Rusk watched silently as Hale disarmed the line and Lysa marked the pit with a broken branch.

“Report,” he said.

Hale answered. “Warning trap. Possibly to alert nearby scouts. Filth pit to slow pursuit or cause infection.”

Lysa added, “Rats say goblins check it often.”

Rusk nodded. “Continue.”

They continued.

The second warning came near the stream.

The rats went still.

That was worse than when they moved.

A dozen of them froze along the bank, noses twitching toward a cluster of rocks. The fat rat on Lysa’s shoulder dug tiny claws into her coat.

Lysa whispered, listened, then pointed.

“Blood. Old. Cloth near rocks. Metal smell under leaves.”

Hale moved first, spear ready.

Max followed with the halberd.

They found blood dried dark against stone. A torn strip of wool. A trapper’s bootprint half-filled with water.

And beneath a scatter of leaves, three sharpened nails pointing upward from a board.

Perrin stared.

“I would have stepped on that.”

“Yes,” Lysa said.

He looked at the rats along the bank.

“Thank you again.”

One of them sneezed.

The forest grew quieter after that.

No birds.

No insects.

Only water over stones, boots on damp pine needles, and the occasional faint scratch of rat claws over bark.

The hollow thing inside Max stirred.

He ignored it.

Then Lysa stopped so suddenly Orrel nearly walked into her.

Her eyes unfocused.

The rats ahead vanished into brush all at once.

“Small group,” she whispered. “Five. Moving toward us. Hungry. Stupid. They don’t know about the rats.”

Rusk looked at the recruits.

“Contact. Handle it.”

Then he stepped back.

His soldiers spread loosely behind them, weapons held but not raised.

Watching.

Only watching.

Garron looked at Hale.

Hale looked at Max.

Max hated that she did.

Then he realised why.

Halberd. Reach. Centre.

He swallowed.

“Seventeen-One front,” he said. “Two left with spear. Twelve right. Three, keep scouts out and tell us if they split. Four behind One. Eight and Sixteen watch rear.”

Lysa smiled faintly. “Listen to Six, giving orders.”

“Bad ones?” Max asked.

“No.” Her smile thinned. “That’s what worries me.”

They moved.

Less awkwardly than they would have weeks before.

Still too loud.

Still too slow.

But they moved.

The first goblin came out of the trees screaming.

It was smaller than Max expected.

That almost killed him.

The creature stood no higher than his chest, with green-grey skin, long ears, and a mouth full of needle teeth. It wore scraps of leather and held a rusted knife in one hand. Its eyes were yellow, bright with hate or hunger or both.

It was not alone.

Two more burst from the brush behind it. A fourth crouched on a fallen log with a sling. The fifth came low through the ferns, almost invisible until a rat shrieked from the roots above it.

“Low right!” Lysa snapped.

Hale’s spear struck first.

The point entered the lead goblin’s chest and punched out its back. It screamed, clawing at the shaft.

Garron stepped forward and used Stone Grip.

Max felt it more than saw it.

Garron’s hands seemed to settle around the hammer haft like rock closing around iron. His next strike came down with brutal certainty, crushing the second goblin into the earth.

A stone snapped from the sling.

Perrin’s hand blurred.

Quick Hands.

His sword came up faster than Max’s eye could follow, knocking the stone aside with a sharp crack. Perrin stared at his own blade for half a heartbeat, shocked.

“Don’t admire it!” Hale shouted.

The low goblin lunged at Perrin’s knee.

Perrin yelped, then remembered he had a sword.

His first swing missed.

His second did not.

The blade cut across the goblin’s arm. Sharp steel bit deep. The goblin shrieked and tried to crawl away. Lysa appeared behind it and drove a knife into the base of its skull.

“Finish, Four,” she snapped.

Perrin stabbed downward.

The goblin stopped moving.

Max barely had time to breathe before the third goblin came at him.

It was fast.

Too fast for something so small.

It darted past Garron, knife low, aiming for Max’s thigh. Max set the halberd, but the goblin slipped inside the spear point, exactly as Cael had warned a knife fighter would.

Reach is debt.

Max stepped back, pivoted, and brought the butt of the halberd around.

The wood struck the goblin in the side of the head.

It stumbled.

Max reversed his grip and drove the spear point down.

The sharpened tip went through the goblin’s throat and into the earth beneath.

Blood sprayed across pine needles.

The hollow thing stirred.

Pain. Blood. Dying heat.

No.

Max ripped the blade free and stepped back.

The sling goblin dropped from the log and ran.

A cluster of rats poured from beneath the roots in front of it, squealing and snapping at its ankles.

The goblin panicked.

Seventeen-Twelve moved.

He crossed the distance with frightening speed, spear held low, and drove it through the goblin’s back hard enough to lift the creature off its feet.

It twitched on the shaft.

Twelve stared at it.

Then kicked it off.

Silence returned.

Five goblins lay dead.

The whole fight had lasted seconds.

Max’s heart hammered as if it had been an hour.

Rusk walked forward slowly. His soldiers remained behind.

He looked over the bodies.

“Report.”

No one answered.

Rusk’s eye hardened.

Hale spoke first. “Five goblins. Light weapons. One sling. No armour worth noting. Ambush failed due to advance warning.”

Rusk looked at Lysa. “Scouts?”

Lysa crouched, touching two fingers to the ground. Rats gathered around her boots, chittering.

“They say more deeper east. Smoke. Rot. More iron bites. Larger place.”

“Distance?”

She listened.

“Close enough to smell if wind shifts.”

Rusk nodded once. “Search them.”

Perrin looked sick. “Search?”

Rusk stared.

Perrin searched.

They found two rusted knives, a cracked bone charm, a pouch of teeth, three sling stones, and a strip of smoked meat that smelled rotten.

“Do not eat anything found in a goblin camp,” Lysa said cheerfully.

Perrin threw the meat away.

Rusk’s soldier caught it with a gloved hand before it hit the ground. “Evidence.”

Perrin looked miserable. “Sorry.”

The patrol continued.

The second group found them near an old charcoal pit.

Or rather, the rats found the second group.

One moment the forest ahead was still. The next, six rats burst from the undergrowth, fleeing toward Lysa. One had a crude dart stuck through its side. It collapsed near her boot, twitching.

Lysa’s face changed.

No smile.

No joke.

Only a thin, cold line where her mouth had been.

“Seven,” she said. “Ahead left. Stones first. Then rush. They killed one of mine.”

Perrin glanced at the dead rat, then at her.

For once, he said nothing foolish.

Max absorbed a thin layer of fear.

Not all.

Just enough to clear the shaking from his fingers.

“Back to slope,” Hale said.

This time, no one argued.

They retreated toward the rise behind them, forcing the goblins uphill before the ambush could properly close. The first stones flew from cover, but the recruits had already lifted arms and weapons. One stone glanced from Orrel’s helmet. Another cracked against Garron’s hammer head.

Then the goblins rushed.

Garron took the centre. Hale and Twelve braced spears to either side. Max stood just behind and between them, using the halberd’s reach over shoulders and gaps.

The first goblin hit Garron and died immediately.

His hammer descended with Stone Grip behind it, and the creature’s skull burst against the earth.

The second tried to crawl beneath Hale’s spear. Max hooked its ankle with the back spike and yanked. It fell face-first. Perrin stepped forward, Quick Hands flickering, and stabbed it before it could rise.

Good, Max thought.

Perrin had not frozen.

Then a goblin leapt from a stump onto Orrel’s back.

Orrel screamed.

The creature clawed at his helmet, trying to get under the rim. Orrel spun wildly, club swinging at nothing. Sella moved to help, but another goblin cut at her calf, forcing her back.

Max could not reach without risking Orrel.

Lysa could.

Rats swarmed up Orrel’s legs.

Not attacking him.

Climbing him.

They hit the goblin on his back in a wave of fur and teeth. The goblin shrieked, distracted for half a second as rats bit its ears, fingers, and eyes.

Lysa used that half second.

She darted in, grabbed the goblin by one ear, and cut across its throat.

Black-red blood poured down Orrel’s back.

The rats dropped away before the body fell.

Orrel staggered, gasping.

“Still alive?” Lysa asked.

Orrel nodded frantically.

“Then stop screaming.”

A goblin with a hooked blade broke through on the right.

Seventeen-Twelve killed it with three brutal thrusts, each one more savage than necessary.

The last two goblins tried to run.

Rusk did not intervene.

Hale looked at Max.

Max hated that she did again.

“Do we pursue?”

Monster doctrine.

Sapient. Ambush. Traps. Runners could lead to den. Runners could lead to larger force. Runners could warn.

Max looked at Rusk.

The sergeant watched silently.

No help.

No answer.

Lysa crouched, listening.

“Rats can follow. They say the goblins are running toward smoke.”

Max swallowed.

“No single pursuit,” he said. “Group advance. Rats ahead. Keep them in sight. Watch ground.”

Hale nodded.

They followed.

The goblins led them badly.

Either from panic or intention.

The trail wound through bracken, over a shallow stream, and toward a rocky slope where old pine roots crawled across stone. Twice the rats found traps before the recruits reached them. One pit covered by branches. One sharpened stake angled at shin height beneath leaves.

Lysa marked the pit.

Hale found the stake only because three rats sat in front of it and refused to move.

Perrin stared at them. “I take back every bad thing I said.”

Lysa looked over her shoulder. “No you don’t.”

“No,” Perrin admitted. “But I appreciate them more.”

They found the third group at the base of the slope.

Not an ambush.

A guard post.

Four goblins crouched around a small fire beneath an overhang. One wore a necklace of bird skulls and held a short spear tipped with blackened metal. Another had a horn made from some animal’s curved bone.

The horn mattered.

Max knew it the moment he saw it.

So did Hale.

So did the rats.

Before any recruit moved, half a dozen rats shot forward through the underbrush and hurled themselves at the horn goblin.

It shrieked as they climbed its legs.

The horn fell from its hand.

Lysa moved immediately.

Her knife took the goblin in the throat before it could recover.

Garron charged.

He hit the guard post like a falling wall.

His hammer crushed one goblin against the overhang. Hale speared the skull-necklace goblin through the stomach. Max caught another as it tried to flee up the rocks, the halberd blade cutting across its back.

Freezing Cut stirred.

The goblin slowed.

Not froze.

Slowed.

Its limbs stiffened just enough that Seventeen-Twelve’s spear found it a heartbeat later.

Max stared.

The effect had worked.

The last goblin threw itself into the fire rather than be taken.

No one moved for a moment as it screamed and thrashed, burning.

Perrin turned away and gagged.

Rusk finally spoke.

“Den is near.”

The words settled over them.

The horn had not sounded.

That mattered.

For once, they might have surprise.

Rusk looked at the slope rising beyond the overhang.

“There.”

Max followed his gaze.

At first, he saw only stone, roots, and shadow.

Then he saw the opening.

A dark crack beneath the rocks, half-hidden by branches and hanging moss. Smoke stained the stone above it. Bones lay near the entrance. Animal bones. Mostly.

A goblin den.

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs stirred.

He absorbed a little fear.

Not all.

Just enough to clear the shaking from his hands.

The den smelled awful.

Smoke. Rot. Waste. Goblin. Blood.

Rusk stepped to one side. “Clear it.”

Perrin stared at him. “You’re not coming?”

“I am watching.”

“There could be dozens.”

“Yes.”

Perrin looked as if he wanted to argue.

Hale spoke first. “Formation.”

That saved him.

They formed at the entrance.

Garron and Hale front. Max behind with reach. Twelve on the other side with spear. Lysa and Perrin middle. Sella and Orrel rear. Rats gathered all around them, flowing over rocks, under roots, and along the walls of the den entrance.

Rusk and two soldiers remained outside, close enough to hear, far enough not to help.

The den entrance was too small for a clean formation.

Of course it was.

“Smoke them?” Lysa whispered.

Hale examined the entrance. “Too damp. Too slow.”

Lysa closed her eyes.

The fat black rat on her shoulder squeaked into her ear. More rats slipped into the cracks around the entrance, vanishing into the dark.

Everyone waited.

The waiting was worse than moving.

Max heard his own breathing.

He heard Perrin swallowing.

He heard Garron’s gloves creak around the hammer haft.

Then the rats came back.

Not all of them.

Lysa’s eyes opened.

“Main chamber close,” she whispered. “Many. Twenty or more. One bigger. Side tunnel left. Nest hollow behind hides. Two above the entrance inside.”

Perrin’s face tightened. “Above?”

Lysa nodded.

“Then we know,” Hale said.

Knowing helped.

Not enough.

But some.

They entered.

The tunnel swallowed them.

The air turned wet and hot. The ceiling was low enough that Max had to angle the halberd awkwardly. Stone scraped the blade once, too loud in the dark.

Something chittered ahead.

Then the first goblin dropped from above.

Hale was ready.

Her spear punched upward before the creature fully fell, catching it through the ribs and pinning it briefly to the low ceiling.

The second dropped toward Garron.

Rats hit it midair.

Not enough to stop it.

Enough to twist its fall.

Garron’s hammer met it as it came down.

The body struck the wall and did not rise.

The tunnel widened into the chamber.

And the den erupted.

There were more than dozens.

At least twenty goblins filled the space, some small and thin, others wiry and scarred. Crude hides hung from walls. Fires burned in shallow pits. Bones, scraps, stolen cloth, broken tools, and bits of metal littered the floor.

At the back stood a larger goblin nearly as tall as Max.

Its skin was darker. Its ears were pierced with bone rings. It carried a rusted sword in one hand and a round shield in the other. Around its neck hung a chain of teeth.

A leader.

The goblin shrieked.

The den charged.

So did the rats.

They came from cracks in the stone, from the tunnel behind the recruits, from shadows near the fire pits. A dark tide of small bodies flooded the chamber edges, not trying to kill every goblin, but biting ankles, distracting hands, cutting off flanking routes.

Lysa stood in the middle of it, face pale with concentration.

“Left! Three low!”

Max moved before he saw them.

The first rush crashed into Intake Seventeen like a wave of teeth and knives.

Garron swung his hammer in a brutal arc, smashing two goblins aside. Hale stabbed and withdrew, stabbed and withdrew, every movement tight. Max thrust over her shoulder, spear point punching into a goblin’s chest. Sharpness III made the blade slide through hide and bone too easily.

Freezing Cut followed.

The goblin jerked, slowed, and dropped before it could claw at the shaft.

Max ripped free.

Another came low.

He brought the butt down on its spine.

Perrin screamed, though whether from fear or effort, Max could not tell. His torch fell, but his sword kept moving. Quick Hands made his parries sharp and sudden, his blade arriving just in time again and again. He cut one goblin across the face, kicked another back, then nearly died when a third came under his guard.

Sella saved him, buckler smashing the goblin aside before her short blade opened its belly.

“Thanks,” Perrin gasped.

“Later,” she snapped.

Lysa’s rats kept the sides from collapsing.

A goblin tried to crawl behind Orrel.

Three rats leapt onto its face.

Orrel crushed it with his club.

Another goblin raised a sling from the back of the chamber.

A rat bit its fingers.

The stone flew wide and struck another goblin in the ear.

Lysa laughed once, sharp and breathless, then cut down a creature that came too close.

Seventeen-Twelve fought like a man trying to die and take as many as possible with him.

His spear punched through throats, stomachs, eyes. He overextended constantly. Hale shouted at him twice. He did not listen.

The leader saw.

It barked an order.

Three goblins broke from the main rush and swarmed Twelve.

“Right!” Lysa shouted.

Max heard.

So did Twelve.

But hearing was not the same as surviving.

One goblin took the spear shaft with both hands and dragged it down. Another cut Twelve across the thigh. The third leapt toward his face.

Rats struck the leaping goblin, dragging at its arms and ears.

Twelve released the spear and caught the creature by the throat.

For one heartbeat, he looked almost triumphant.

Then the leader arrived.

Its rusted sword punched into Twelve’s side.

The recruit froze.

The leader twisted the blade.

Twelve made a soft sound.

Not a scream.

A breath.

Max’s body moved before thought finished.

He drove forward, halberd level, but the den floor was uneven. A goblin crashed into his legs. He stumbled. The spear point went wide, cutting across the leader’s shoulder instead of its throat.

Freezing Cut activated.

The leader slowed.

Only slightly.

Enough for Hale to throw her spear.

The point struck the leader’s shield and glanced away.

Garron roared and smashed the goblin at Max’s feet into the ground.

Twelve dropped to his knees.

The goblin leader tried to pull its sword free.

Max hooked the back spike around the shield rim and yanked.

The leader resisted.

Strong.

Too strong for a goblin.

Its yellow eyes met Max’s.

Sapient, Max thought.

Not beast.

Enemy.

He absorbed fear.

The excess vanished.

Clarity remained.

The leader’s shoulder was slowed. Its shield arm lagged. Its sword was stuck in Twelve. Its weight shifted left. Its right knee bent. Rats crawled over its feet, biting, clawing, distracting.

Max pulled the shield down and stepped in.

Too close for the halberd blade.

So he drove the shaft forward like a bar and slammed the metal collar beneath the axe head into the leader’s throat.

Cartilage crunched.

The leader gagged.

Garron’s hammer came from the side and crushed its skull against the wall.

The leader fell.

For one heartbeat, the den faltered.

Lysa’s rats surged.

Not enough to kill.

Enough to panic.

Enough to make the goblins look down instead of forward.

Hale saw it.

“Push!”

They pushed.

Not neatly.

Not bravely.

Desperately.

Garron advanced with hammer blows. Max kept the halberd moving, point, blade, hook, butt, never letting one goblin become three. Hale retrieved her spear and drove forward beside him. Lysa directed rats and knives together, her mouth shaping clicks and commands between breaths. Sella and Orrel held the rear against a second group trying to escape through a side tunnel.

Perrin killed a goblin that had latched onto his boot by stabbing it six times and apologising after the third.

Then suddenly, it was over.

The last goblin tried to run for the entrance.

Rusk appeared in the tunnel mouth.

He did not draw his sword.

He simply planted his boot in the goblin’s chest as it tried to pass him and kicked it backward into the chamber.

It landed at Hale’s feet.

She killed it.

Silence fell, broken only by breathing, dripping water, the crackle of low fires, and the soft chitter of rats.

The den stank of blood now.

Goblin blood.

Human blood.

Recruit blood.

Max leaned on his halberd, chest heaving.

The hollow thing inside him pulled toward the bodies.

So many bodies.

So much heat fading.

So much fear.

Pain.

Memory.

No.

He clenched his jaw and absorbed his own excess hunger instead.

Not the Skill’s hunger.

His fear of it.

Enough to think.

Enough to not reach.

His hands stopped shaking.

Mostly.

Then he saw Twelve.

The surviving twin lay on his side near the back wall.

The goblin leader’s sword remained in him.

His hands were wrapped around the blade as if he had tried to pull it out and failed.

Hale reached him first.

She knelt.

For a moment, she did not move.

Then she looked up.

“Dead.”

No one spoke.

Perrin lowered his sword.

His mouth trembled.

“He… his brother…”

Lysa’s rats gathered around her boots, restless and quiet.

Even they seemed to understand something had changed.

Garron turned away and pressed one bloody hand against the cave wall.

Sella wiped her blade on a dead goblin’s tunic. Her face gave nothing away, but her fingers shook.

Orrel stared at Twelve’s body and touched the side of his own neck, as if checking he was still there.

Max looked at the dead recruit.

He had never learned the boy’s old name.

Only the number.

Seventeen-Twelve.

One twin dead in the rings.

One dead in a goblin den.

Both gone.

The Red Order had reduced them again.

Rusk entered the chamber fully now, stepping over corpses without hurry.

His one eye moved across the room.

“Report.”

Perrin stared at him. “He’s dead.”

“I can see that, Seventeen-Four. Report.”

Perrin looked like he might break.

Hale stood.

Her voice was flat. “Goblin den cleared. Estimated twenty-three hostiles inside chamber, plus sixteen outside before entry. Leader class present. One recruit dead. Injuries unknown.”

Rusk looked at Lysa. “Scouts?”

Lysa closed her eyes.

The fat rat on her shoulder pressed its nose against her jaw.

“Side tunnel has no more fighters,” she said. “Small ones hidden behind hides. Some rats dead. Some hurt. No other exits close.”

“Leader class?” Rusk asked.

Max forced himself to focus.

“Larger. Commanded others. Had shield and sword. Stronger than the rest.”

“Skill?”

Max frowned.

He thought back.

The leader had resisted the hook too well. Moved despite Freezing Cut. But no obvious ability. No fire, no speed, no strange power.

“Unknown,” Max said. “Maybe none. Maybe body strengthening. It was stronger than normal goblins.”

Rusk nodded. “Good.”

Good.

A recruit lay dead and the sergeant said good.

Max’s grip tightened on the halberd.

Rusk looked at him. “Anger?”

Max froze.

Rusk’s eye held him.

“Use it to search, not sulk. Goblins hide valuables, tunnels, and young. Clear the den properly.”

Perrin went white. “Young?”

Yarrow’s lessons returned.

Sapient did not mean safe.

Sentient did not mean harmless.

Monster did not mean simple.

Rusk’s voice was cold. “Do you think they crawl fully grown out of the dirt?”

Perrin looked sick.

The search was worse than the fight.

They found stolen tools. Bones. Scraps of clothes. A trapper’s boot with part of the foot still inside. Three crude sleeping hollows. A side tunnel filled with mushrooms and rotten meat. A pit where the goblins had dumped refuse and bodies too old to identify.

Lysa’s rats found the young.

Four of them, hidden behind hanging hides in a narrow crevice. Smaller than the others, big-eyed, needle-toothed, hissing and shaking with terror. One held a sharpened bone. Another tried to bite a rat that came too close.

No one moved to kill them.

Not at first.

The rats crowded the edge of the crevice, squeaking softly.

Lysa stood frozen.

Her face had gone pale.

Rusk watched from the chamber entrance.

“Doctrine?” he asked.

Hale closed her eyes.

Max knew the answer.

Goblin young grew into goblin raiders.

Sapient.

Hostile den.

No capacity to transport.

No containment.

No mercy in field doctrine unless ordered.

Perrin whispered, “No.”

Rusk looked at him. “You object?”

“They’re children.”

“They are goblins.”

“They’re scared.”

“So were the human children they would have taken in five years.”

Perrin’s sword shook in his hand.

Garron looked at Max.

Max hated him for it.

Then hated himself because he understood why.

He absorbed the excess fear.

Not grief.

Not horror.

Just enough to think.

It did not make the decision easier.

It made it clearer.

“I’ll do it,” Max said.

Perrin stared at him.

Lysa looked away.

Hale opened her eyes.

“No,” she said.

Max looked at her.

Hale stepped forward, spear in hand.

“I will.”

No one argued.

Max turned away before the first thrust.

Lysa made one soft clicking sound.

The rats backed away from the crevice.

The hollow thing inside Max stirred toward the small deaths.

He crushed it down so hard his chest hurt.

When it was done, Hale wiped her spear clean with a scrap of stolen cloth and said nothing.

Rusk gave no praise.

Only orders.

“Burn the den.”

They dragged goblin bodies inward. Collected what evidence could be carried. Retrieved Seventeen-Twelve’s body with more care than they gave the monsters. Garron lifted him alone, jaw clenched, and carried him outside.

The Red Cloak soldiers finally helped then.

Not in the fight.

After.

They set oil. Spread kindling. Checked side tunnels. Marked the entrance stones with red chalk.

Rusk handed Max a torch.

Max looked at it.

“Why me?”

“Because you are standing nearest.”

Another Blackhold answer.

Max took the torch.

He looked once into the den.

At the dead goblins.

The burned-out fires.

The hanging hides.

The place where the young had been.

At the rats slipping out one by one, some limping, some bloodied, some dragging their dead into the brush because Lysa had asked them to.

Then he threw the torch.

Flame caught quickly.

Smoke rolled up black and greasy, carrying the stink of goblin, rot, and old death into the grey sky.

They stood until the entrance burned hot enough that nothing inside would crawl out.

No one spoke on the march back.

Perrin walked with blood on his sleeve and eyes fixed ahead.

Lysa’s knives were clean, but her face was not. Rats followed them for the first mile, scattered through the underbrush like a moving shadow. One by one, they peeled away until only the fat black rat remained on her shoulder.

Garron carried Twelve’s body until one of Rusk’s soldiers took over. He looked as if he hated the relief.

Hale walked at the rear, alone.

Max stayed near the centre, halberd resting against his shoulder, blade wrapped again.

His body hurt.

His mind felt worse.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs remained quiet, but not because it was sleeping.

It was listening.

Learning.

It had tasted relics. Memories. Fear. Pain.

Today, it had been surrounded by death and told no.

Max wondered how many times he could tell it that before it stopped believing him.

When Blackhold appeared through the trees, dark towers cutting into the overcast sky, Perrin finally spoke.

“There were too many.”

No one answered.

He swallowed. “For a first mission.”

Rusk, walking ahead, heard him.

“There are always too many,” the sergeant said.

Perrin’s mouth tightened. “You could have helped.”

Rusk stopped.

The whole line stopped with him.

Slowly, the one-eyed sergeant turned.

Serra would have struck Perrin.

Voss might have broken something.

Rusk only looked at him.

“I could have,” he said. “Then you would have learned that help arrives when things become difficult.”

Perrin’s face went red. “Seventeen-Twelve died.”

“Yes.”

“You watched.”

“Yes.”

The word was flat.

Cruel in its honesty.

Rusk stepped closer.

“My task was not to keep all of you alive. My task was to see whether you could kill a goblin den without knights holding your hands. You did. Barely. One dead is not failure.”

Perrin looked like he had been slapped.

Max felt anger rise.

This time, he did not absorb it.

Rusk’s eye moved across them all.

“Remember this. The Order does not measure success by how much it hurts you. It measures success by whether the threat is gone and enough of you remain to face the next one.”

He turned and resumed walking.

After a moment, they followed.

The gates of Blackhold opened.

They entered beneath red banners and iron teeth.

Seventeen-Twelve’s body was taken toward the lower mortuary.

No ceremony.

Not yet.

Maybe never.

Serra waited in the courtyard.

Her eyes moved from face to face, then to the covered body being carried away.

“One loss?” she asked.

Rusk nodded. “One.”

“Den?”

“Burned.”

“Assessment?”

His one eye settled briefly on Lysa first.

“Seventeen-Three prevented an ambush cascade. Rat scouting made the difference.”

Lysa looked down.

The fat rat on her shoulder tucked itself beneath her collar.

Then Rusk looked at Max.

“Seventeen-Six held centre and made decisions under pressure.”

Max did not know what to do with that.

Rusk’s gaze moved across the others.

“Useful. Undisciplined. Alive.”

Serra’s mouth tightened. “That describes most recruits.”

“Not for long.”

Rusk walked away.

Serra faced Intake Seventeen.

Eight recruits stood where nine had left.

Goblins had died.

A den had burned.

A boy whose name Max had never learned would not return to his bunk.

“Clean your weapons,” Serra said. “Wash. Report to Healer Mara for wounds. Food after.”

No one moved.

Serra’s voice hardened.

“Now.”

They moved.

Because they were recruits.

Because they were alive.

Because Blackhold did not stop for grief unless grief was scheduled.

Max went to the weapon racks and unwrapped his halberd.

The blade was stained dark near the edge. Goblin blood. Den filth. Smoke. He cleaned it carefully, hands moving by training when thought became too heavy.

As cloth passed over steel, the edge gleamed.

Sharp.

Too sharp.

His own reflection stared back at him in broken fragments.

Not Max.

Not Seventeen-Six.

Something between.

Behind him, Perrin began to cry silently while cleaning his sword.

No one mocked him.

Lysa sat beside him and said nothing, which from her was close to kindness. The fat rat perched on her knee, washing blood from its whiskers with tiny paws.

Garron scrubbed his hammer until his knuckles bled.

Hale cleaned her spear alone.

Max looked toward the mortuary doors.

Then down at his halberd.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred.

Hungry.

Quiet.

Patient.

Max gripped the cloth until his fingers hurt.

“No,” he whispered.

No one heard.

Or perhaps Blackhold did and simply did not care.
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                Six weeks passed after the goblin den.

Blackhold did not mourn Seventeen-Twelve.

Not in any way Max recognised.

His bunk was stripped before evening bell. His chest was emptied, inspected, and removed. The wooden plaque above his bed came down before the blood on the others’ boots had fully dried. By the next morning, the space where he had slept looked like it had always been empty.

That was how Blackhold mourned.

It made room.

The surviving recruits of Intake Seventeen learned the lesson without anyone speaking it aloud.

The Order did not stop because someone died.

The Order did not soften because someone cried.

The Order did not remember names unless they had been earned, and Seventeen-Twelve had died with only a number stitched over his heart.

Eight remained.

Seventeen-One. Garron.

Seventeen-Two. Hale.

Seventeen-Three. Lysa.

Seventeen-Four. Perrin.

Seventeen-Six. Max.

Seventeen-Eight. Sella.

Seventeen-Nine. Brint.

Seventeen-Sixteen. Orrel.

They became smaller.

Then harder.

The days changed after the goblins.

The restrictions on their powers loosened.

Not all at once. Blackhold never gave freedom without first sharpening it into something dangerous. At first, Skills were permitted only during supervised drills. Then during formation exercises. Then during controlled sparring. Then during monster simulations in the lower tunnels, where instructors released half-starved spine-rats, bone crawlers, and once something with too many eyes that Yarrow claimed was “barely venomous enough to justify complaint.”

Perrin complained anyway.

He was bitten twice.

His Quick Hands improved after that.

The first time he used his Skill properly in a duel, Max almost missed it. Perrin stood with his sword trembling slightly, as always. His opponent, an older recruit from Intake Sixteen, feinted low and cut high.

Perrin’s hand blurred.

Steel rang.

The older recruit’s blade flew from his grip and landed point-first in the sand.

Perrin stared at it.

Then at his own sword.

Then at the instructor.

“Did I do that?”

The instructor hit him in the stomach with a practice baton.

“Admiring yourself is how you die.”

Perrin folded with a wheeze.

But after that, he stopped apologising to his sword quite so much.

Garron’s Stone Grip grew obvious.

At first it had only made his hands stronger around the hammer haft. Then his stance changed. When he planted his feet and activated the Skill, his body became difficult to move, as if the ground itself held him in place. In shield-break drills, three recruits pushed against him and failed to make him take a step back.

Voss watched, arms folded.

“Good,” he said.

Garron beamed.

Then Voss added, “Now learn to move before an enemy walks around you and opens your spine.”

Garron stopped beaming.

Hale’s Bone Sense turned out to be far worse than Max had thought.

He had assumed it meant she could feel breaks or weaknesses in bone. That was true.

It was also incomplete.

In close combat, Hale began aiming not where armour was weak, but where bodies were. Knees. Wrists. Collarbones. The floating ribs. The hinge of the jaw. The angle beneath the ear. She could watch someone move and understand the skeleton beneath the skin.

During a lesson, Instructor Yarrow asked her where to strike a troll to slow its regeneration.

Hale pointed to five places without hesitation.

Yarrow smiled.

No one else did.

Lysa’s Rat Speech became something more than speech.

The rats had followed her back from the goblin den.

Not all of them. Most vanished into the forest before Blackhold’s gates. But a few came with her. The fat black rat stayed, tucked in her collar or perched on her shoulder like an ugly little lord. Others found cracks in walls, gaps near kitchens, warm places beneath floorboards.

Blackhold had rats already.

Soon, it had Lysa’s rats.

She learned through them.

Not seeing exactly, she explained once, but close enough. Impressions. Smells. Warmth. Movement. Fear. Food. Voices as vibration. A map made from whiskers and hunger.

By the end of the second week, Serra stopped asking how Lysa knew an instructor was approaching before the door opened.

By the third, Serra began asking her to report it.

Sella’s Poison Taste developed quietly.

She could identify toxins in food, water, blood, and air if she focused. Then she learned to resist small doses. Then to coat her blade safely. She remained quiet through all of it, but her knives began to smell faintly bitter.

No one stole from her plate.

Not even Lysa.

Brint’s Night Eyes sharpened until he could move through unlit corridors better than most recruits could walk at noon. He hated daylight drills, squinted constantly, and became terrifying in darkness. In the lower tunnels, he could tell how many turns were ahead from changes in shadow.

Orrel’s club work improved because his Skill finally showed itself clearly.

Impact Memory.

A strange one.

When he struck something once, the second strike against the same target landed harder. The third harder still. Against shields, doors, armour, bone — if Orrel could keep hitting the same thing, each blow carried the echo of the last.

Voss called it “useful if you live long enough to repeat yourself.”

Orrel seemed oddly proud of that.

And Max learned to feed himself without eating the world.

That was how Draven described it.

Max hated the phrasing.

He hated it more because it was accurate.

Absorption had changed after the sword relic. The Skill no longer felt like a sleeping hollow thing beneath his ribs. It felt awake now. Not always active. Not always hungry. But aware.

The rules kept it shaped.

Nothing living or recently dead unless ordered.

Nothing from a mind, soul, body, blood, or memory unless ordered.

Nothing that binds me.

Draven made him recite them at the beginning of every power lesson.

Then he made him use the Skill until the rules strained.

Max absorbed fear until it became clarity.

Pain until it became warning.

Anger until it became controlled heat instead of blind fire.

Exhaustion until he could finish a drill without collapsing, though Healer Mara nearly took his head off when she discovered he had been using Absorb Emotion to train through fatigue.

“Pain is a messenger,” she snapped.

“Draven said that.”

“Then listen to him before I cut the message into your forehead.”

He listened.

Mostly.

Absorb Emotion improved, though the System did not name a new level yet. It grew smoother. Less like tearing cloth. More like drawing smoke into his lungs and turning it into a brief, sharp flame.

But the real changes came from the artifacts.

Draven brought the cloak on a rain-heavy evening.

Max was back in the warded room, though no longer locked inside it after every lesson. The cloak lay across a stone table between them, dark green and nearly black, clasped with bronze shaped like a leaf.

The first time Max had seen it, the cloak had felt like smoke in darkness.

Now, with Absorption at level three and the sword relic already inside him, he understood the feeling better.

The cloak did not hide by becoming invisible.

It made attention slide away.

Draven said nothing about its effects until Max described them.

Or rather, he let Max struggle.

“What do you feel?”

Max stood over the cloak, hands at his sides. He did not touch it yet.

“Softness,” he said.

Draven’s expression did not change.

Max frowned. “No. Not softness. Edges fading. Like looking at something from the corner of your eye. Like trying to remember a dream after waking.”

“Continue.”

“It does not make the wearer unseen. It makes them less chosen by sight.”

“Better.”

The cloak resisted differently from the sword.

The sword had fought like a weapon.

The cloak evaded.

Every time Max reached for it, the power inside shifted aside. It made his attention slip. His thoughts wandered. He forgot what he was doing twice and found himself staring at the ward lines instead.

Draven struck him across the back of the head the third time.

“Focus.”

Max gritted his teeth. “It keeps moving.”

“No. You keep letting go.”

The cloak held two effects.

The first was Veil II.

The second was Soft Step I.

Absorbing Veil felt like trying to catch fog with his hands. It slid through his Skill, dispersed, reformed, and nearly escaped back into the cloth. Max had to narrow Absorption until it became less hunger and more breath.

Inhale.

Hold.

Take.

When Veil finally snapped free, the cloak shuddered and dulled.

Soft Step came easier. A quiet effect woven into the hem and inner lining. Step without sound. Shift weight. Let cloth and boot forget to announce movement.

When Max took it, he felt every old creak of floorboards in the orphanage at once.

He remembered sneaking past Veller’s office.

Alfie’s hand in his.

Both of them trying not to laugh.

Then the cloak collapsed into brittle dark threads and grey dust.

The System answered.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Veil II

Effect: Slightly reduces the user’s presence to casual observation when actively suppressed or still.




RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Soft Step I

Effect: Reduces sound from the user’s movement when controlled footwork is maintained.



Draven already knew before Max repeated the messages.

Of course he did.

The ring came later.

The ring was worse.

Silver band. Black stone. A closed fist.

Max had not liked it when he first saw it.

Draven’s gaze remained on Max. “Describe it.”

Max did not reach for the ring.

He did not need to.

“It feels heavy.”

“You said that before.”

“It still does.” Max swallowed. “Like pressure. Like something holding itself together. Like a fist that does not open because opening would mean losing.”

Draven’s eyes sharpened faintly.

The ring had two effects.

Anchor II.

Grasp I.

Anchor resisted movement, force, displacement, fear, and certain weak mental compulsions. It did not stop them. It helped the wearer remain themselves under pressure.

Max wanted it immediately.

That made Draven smile.

“Careful,” the High Commander said. 

He absorbed Anchor slowly.

It entered him like stone settling in his bones.

For a moment, Max felt the world push against him.

The room. The wards. Draven’s stare. Mara’s worry. The contract under his skin. Absorption’s hunger. His own memories. Everything pressing, testing, trying to shift him.

Anchor pushed back.

Not strongly.

Not yet.

But enough.

Grasp I came next.

A smaller effect. The ring strengthened the wearer’s hold on things deliberately claimed by the hand. Weapons. Rope. Ledges. Tools. A grip effect, but not like Garron’s Stone Grip. Less strength, more refusal.

The ring cracked when Max took it.

The black stone caved inward.

Silver folded like paper.

Then it became dust.

The System named the effects.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Anchor II

Effect: Improves resistance against forced movement, destabilising pressure, and minor mental or emotional disruption.




RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Grasp I

Effect: Improves retention and control of held objects.



After that, Draven did not bring more artifacts.

“Why?” Max asked once, exhausted on the warded floor.

“Because power without integration makes unstable recruits,” Draven said.

“You mean I might break?”

“I mean you might become more useful dead, dissected, and recorded.”

Max stared at him.

Draven looked back.

Max decided not to ask more questions.

By the end of six weeks, Intake Seventeen had become something different.

Not knights.

Not close.

But no longer prisoners thrown into training clothes and told to survive.

They moved like a unit sometimes.

By accident at first.

Then by habit.

Lysa’s rats scouted corridors before inspections. Hale corrected stances without speaking. Garron carried extra weight on marches without being asked. Perrin could now draw and cut faster than some older recruits. Sella tested canteen water before anyone drank from streams. Brint warned them when darkness hid gaps, stairs, or watching eyes. Orrel stood where his club could break whatever charged through.

And Max held the centre.

No one had appointed him.

No one called him leader.

Blackhold would have mocked the word out of their mouths.

But when instructors gave them a problem, eyes turned to him more often than not.

He hated it.

He needed it.

Both were true.

The full-power duels began on a morning that smelled of snow.

Not snowfall. Not yet. But the promise of it lingered in the air outside the training hall, sharp and metallic. Frost clung to the edges of the yard stones. Breath steamed from mouths and noses as the recruits gathered in the lower hall.

This time, the weapons were real.

Not blunted.

Not death-ring real either, where the point was to reduce their number.

These were live steel for controlled combat.

A contradiction only Blackhold could say without irony.

Instructor Voss stood at the centre of the hall.

Beside him were Serra, Yarrow, Cael, Pell, and several other instructors. Healer Mara waited under an awning with two assistants, arms folded, expression already furious.

Draven stood on the upper gallery.

That silenced everyone more than Voss did.

The High Commander looked down over the hall in black armour and a red cloak, hands resting on the stone rail.

Max felt his gaze before he looked up.

His chest tightened.

Absorption stirred.

Anchor II settled him.

Not completely.

Enough.

Voss spoke.

“Today you duel with full power.”

No one moved.

“Skills permitted. Abilities permitted. Relic effects permitted where applicable. Killing forbidden unless ordered. Permanent maiming discouraged.” He glanced toward Mara. “Healer’s request.”

Mara gave him a gesture Max suspected was rude in several kingdoms.

Voss ignored it.

“Combat ends when an instructor calls it, when a recruit yields, or when one of you is no longer able to continue without wasting resources. You will be paired by instruction.”

Perrin whispered, “I miss when we only got hit with sticks.”

Lysa whispered back, “No you don’t.”

“I do. I loved sticks. Sticks were honest.”

The first duel was Garron against Orrel.

Hammer against club.

Stone Grip against Impact Memory.

Voss selected them because he had a cruel sense of education.

They entered the ring.

Garron rolled his shoulders, hammer held low.

Orrel looked nervous, as always, but his hands were steady around the club.

“Begin.”

Garron moved first.

He planted his feet and Stone Grip settled over him. Max could almost feel it, the weight of him, the way his hands became more certain around the hammer. He struck downward.

Orrel barely avoided the blow.

The sand jumped.

Orrel struck Garron’s side with the club.

Once.

Not hard enough to do much through the padded coat.

Garron turned and swung again.

Orrel blocked with the club and was driven back three steps. His arms shook, but he did not fall.

He struck Garron’s forearm.

Twice.

Garron grunted.

“Stop letting him tap you,” Voss said.

Garron realised too late.

Orrel’s third strike against the same forearm landed like the first two had been waiting inside it. Impact Memory flared. The club cracked against Garron’s arm with a sound that made several recruits wince.

Garron dropped the hammer from one hand.

Orrel stepped in, raising the club for the fourth strike.

Garron roared.

Stone Grip shifted.

Not into the hammer.

Into Orrel’s coat.

Garron seized him by the front, fingers locking with stone-hard force, and yanked him forward into a headbutt.

Orrel staggered.

Garron swept his leg and planted the hammer head beside Orrel’s skull before he could rise.

“Yield,” Garron growled.

Orrel blinked up at him.

“Yield.”

“Victory, Seventeen-One,” Voss called.

Garron released him and immediately clutched his forearm.

Mara pointed at him. “After the round.”

He nodded, grimacing.

Orrel sat up, rubbing his forehead. “I almost had that.”

Garron looked at his swelling arm. “You almost had my arm off.”

Orrel smiled faintly.

For him, that was practically boasting.

The second duel was Lysa against Brint.

Knives against night.

The hall torches were lowered.

Not extinguished.

Lowered.

Shadows grew long across the sand.

Brint smiled for the first time Max could remember.

His Night Eyes turned reflective, catching what little light remained. He moved differently in darkness. Less like a recruit. More like something that belonged there.

Lysa crouched at the opposite edge of the ring.

Rats appeared from nowhere.

Of course they did.

Pell looked at Serra.

Serra looked at the rats.

The rats looked at no one.

Voss said nothing.

That meant permitted.

“Begin.”

Brint vanished into shadow.

Not truly. Max could still see movement, barely. But Lysa could not rely on sight. She stood still, knives low, eyes half-lidded.

The rats moved.

Small bodies scattered across the ring, not attacking, only listening, smelling, feeling vibration through sand.

Brint struck from Lysa’s left.

She turned before he arrived.

Knife met knife.

Sparks flashed.

He withdrew instantly, slipping back into shadow.

A rat squeaked.

Lysa shifted.

Brint came from behind.

She ducked.

His blade cut a few strands of her hair.

Her knife opened his sleeve.

He hissed.

The fight became strange after that.

Brint attacked from darkness.

Rats betrayed him.

Lysa could not see him clearly, but she could read the living map around her. A rat fleeing. Another freezing. Sand disturbed. Tiny claws changing direction.

Finally, Brint feinted from the right and came low from the front.

Lysa smiled.

The fat black rat dropped from her shoulder onto his face.

Brint cursed, stumbled, and Lysa’s knife touched his throat.

“Yield?” she asked sweetly.

“Get it off me.”

“Say yield.”

“Yield!”

“Victory, Seventeen-Three,” Pell called.

The rat climbed back onto Lysa’s shoulder with enormous dignity.

Brint glared at it.

It washed its whiskers.

The third duel was Hale against Sella.

Spear against blade and poison.

Yarrow watched this one closely.

So did Max.

Hale took the centre with her spear. Sella circled, buckler raised, short blade angled down. The edge of Sella’s weapon held a faint green sheen.

“Nonlethal?” Perrin whispered.

Mara, somehow hearing from across the hall, said, “Painful.”

Perrin swallowed. “Lovely.”

“Begin.”

Hale controlled distance perfectly.

At first.

Spear thrusts kept Sella away. Every time Sella tried to enter, Hale shifted the point toward a joint, a tendon, a bone line. Bone Sense made her attacks precise enough that Sella could not afford even a glancing hit.

But Sella was patient.

She let the spear touch her buckler once.

Then again.

On the third contact, Hale’s grip shifted oddly.

Her hand numbed.

Poison.

Not on the blade.

On the buckler rim.

Hale’s expression changed by the width of a hair.

Sella rushed in.

Hale abandoned the spear with her numbing hand, caught it one-handed farther down the shaft, and struck with the butt end. It hit Sella’s knee precisely beneath the kneecap.

Sella collapsed forward.

Her poisoned blade sliced Hale’s thigh as she fell.

Hale’s spear point pressed beneath Sella’s chin.

Sella’s blade rested against Hale’s inner leg.

Both froze.

“Mutual threat,” Yarrow called.

Voss’s eyes narrowed. “Continue.”

Hale moved first.

Not back.

Down.

She dropped her weight onto Sella’s buckler arm, pinning it with her knee despite the poisoned cut. Sella twisted, trying to bring the blade across. Hale caught her wrist, found the bone angle, and squeezed.

Sella’s knife fell.

Hale’s spear point returned to her throat.

“Yield,” Hale said.

Sella’s jaw tightened.

Hale pressed slightly.

“Yield.”

“Yield.”

“Victory, Seventeen-Two.”

Hale stood, then immediately swayed.

Mara was already moving. “Poisoned twice. Sit down before you hurt yourself more.”

Hale sat.

Sella looked faintly pleased despite losing.

The fourth duel was Perrin against an older recruit from Intake Fifteen.

Not one of theirs.

That made it worse for Perrin.

The older recruit used twin short swords and had a Skill called Split Focus, which allowed him to track multiple movements at once. He looked amused when Perrin entered the ring.

Perrin noticed.

His face went pale.

Then his eyes changed.

Not visibly. Not with light or glow.

But something in him settled.

Quick Hands waited.

“Begin.”

The older recruit attacked with both swords.

Perrin retreated immediately.

Max almost winced.

Then he realised Perrin was not fleeing.

He was counting.

One strike.

Two.

Three.

His sword intercepted the fourth.

Quick Hands blurred.

The older recruit pressed harder, twin blades forcing Perrin back. Perrin parried too late once and took a cut across the shoulder. Blood darkened his tunic.

Fear flashed across his face.

Then vanished.

Perrin’s hand blurred again.

He did not attack the body.

He attacked the weapon.

His blade snapped against the older recruit’s right sword, then reversed impossibly fast and struck the left near the guard.

One sword flew from the older recruit’s hand.

The second dipped.

Perrin stepped in and put his point beneath the recruit’s chin.

Both of them froze, equally surprised.

Perrin looked toward Voss as if asking whether that counted.

Voss stared at him.

“Victory, Seventeen-Four.”

Perrin exhaled.

The older recruit looked furious.

Perrin lowered his sword quickly. “Sorry.”

The entire hall groaned.

Serra closed her eyes.

Voss pointed at Perrin. “Stop apologising after victory.”

“Yes, Instructor. Sorry.”

Lysa made a strangled sound.

Even Hale, pale from poison, looked like she might smile.

Then Max was called.

“Seventeen-Six.”

His hand closed around the halberd.

The ring effects settled in him before he entered the circle.

Anchor II.

Grasp I.

Sharpness III.

Durability II.

Freezing Cut II.

Veil II.

Soft Step I.

Absorb Emotion.

Absorb Relic.

Absorption level six.

Too many things.

Not enough understanding.

Cael stood at the edge of the ring, face unreadable.

Draven watched from above.

Voss looked at Max, then at the recruit stepping opposite him.

“Opponent: Seventeen-One.”

Garron turned.

Max looked at him.

Garron still had one arm wrapped from Orrel’s strikes, but he picked up his hammer anyway.

“Again?” Garron asked.

Voss smiled faintly. “You are large. He has reach. Both of you are developing control. Try not to disappoint me.”

Garron entered the ring.

Max did the same.

Hammer against halberd.

Stone Grip against Absorption and relic effects.

Garron rolled his shoulders. “Don’t freeze my arm off.”

“I don’t think it works like that.”

“That is not comforting.”

Max almost smiled.

Then Voss said, “Begin.”

Garron charged.

Max expected caution.

That was his first mistake.

Garron came in fast for a man his size, hammer low, Stone Grip locking around the haft. Max set the halberd point forward and thrust toward the shoulder.

Garron knocked it aside with the hammer head.

The impact jarred Max’s arms, but Grasp I held his weapon in his hands. Durability II strengthened the shaft enough that the blow did not crack it.

Garron stepped inside.

Too close.

Max used Soft Step, shifting back without the scrape of boots that usually betrayed his retreat. Garron’s hammer swept through where Max’s ribs had been.

Max cut across Garron’s thigh.

Not deep.

He pulled the strike, using only enough edge to score cloth and skin.

Sharpness III made even the controlled cut open red.

Freezing Cut II followed.

Garron’s leg slowed.

He grunted.

“That feels awful.”

Max did not answer.

He moved.

Veil II was harder in direct combat. It did not make him disappear. But when he stilled between movements, when he let his presence sink instead of push, Garron’s eyes slid past his shoulders for half a beat.

Half a beat mattered.

Max thrust.

Garron barely caught the shaft.

Stone Grip activated fully.

His hand locked around the wood.

Max pulled.

Garron held.

For one horrible moment, it became a contest of strength Max could not win.

Grasp I helped him keep hold.

Anchor II helped him remain balanced.

But Garron was stronger.

Much stronger.

He yanked the halberd toward himself, dragging Max off-line.

Fear rose.

Max absorbed the excess.

Clarity snapped into place.

Do not fight the pull.

Pay the debt.

Max stepped with the force, not against it. He let Garron drag the shaft in, then pivoted around the connection, bringing the butt end up toward Garron’s face.

Garron released too late.

The butt struck his cheek.

He staggered.

Max reversed, hooked behind Garron’s slowed leg, and pulled.

Garron dropped to one knee.

Hammer still in hand.

Danger.

Max moved to place the halberd edge at Garron’s throat.

Garron slammed one palm onto the ground.

Stone Grip shifted.

The sand beneath his hand hardened.

No.

Not hardened.

Held.

Garron used it to anchor himself and twist with impossible force. His hammer swept low and caught Max’s ankle.

Anchor II resisted some of the destabilising impact.

Not enough.

Max fell.

He hit the sand and rolled.

Garron was already rising, slowed leg dragging but hammer ready.

Max felt panic surge.

He absorbed too much.

The fear vanished.

The world became coldly clear.

Too clear.

Garron’s injured thigh. His wrapped arm. The angle of his throat. The easiest cut. The quickest way to end the fight.

Max rose with the halberd already moving.

The blade came toward Garron’s neck.

Not controlled.

Not enough.

Cael shouted, “Six!”

Max heard it through the clarity.

Six.

Not Max.

Not monster.

Recruit.

Rule.

Do not remove all fear.

Fear teaches survival.

Fear teaches value.

Max dragged emotion back in like forcing air into a drowning lung.

Horror hit.

He twisted the blade.

The halberd edge passed beside Garron’s neck and cut across the top of his shoulder instead.

Freezing Cut flashed.

Garron’s arm slowed.

Max drove the butt into his chest and sent him backward onto the sand.

Before Garron could rise, Max planted the spear point beside his throat.

Not on it.

Beside it.

The hall went silent.

Max breathed hard.

Garron stared up at him.

His eyes were wide.

He knew.

Max knew he knew.

Voss’s voice came slowly.

“Victory, Seventeen-Six.”

Max stepped back at once.

His hands shook around the halberd.

Garron sat up, touching the cut on his shoulder.

“You almost—”

“I know.”

Max’s voice sounded wrong.

Flat.

Then the fear returned fully, and with it the understanding of how close he had come to killing someone who trusted him enough to joke before a duel.

He lowered the halberd.

“Sorry.”

Voss’s head turned sharply.

Max froze.

For a moment, he thought the head instructor would correct him as he had Perrin.

Instead, Garron stood and clapped his uninjured hand against Max’s shoulder hard enough to nearly drop him.

“Don’t be,” Garron said. “Just don’t do it again.”

Max nodded.

He could not speak.

From the edge of the ring, Cael watched him with a grim expression.

Above, Draven’s gaze remained fixed on Max.

The High Commander said nothing.

That was worse than a lecture.

The duels continued.

Brint fought Orrel in darkness and lost when Impact Memory let Orrel break the same spot on his guard three times in a row. Sella fought Lysa and ended the duel with both of them poisoned, bleeding, and laughing in a way that made Perrin whisper that women were terrifying.

Mara heard him and said, “Correct.”

By the end of the session, every surviving recruit had bled.

No one died.

That was considered improvement.

They were dismissed to clean weapons.

Max sat apart from the others, halberd across his knees, cloth moving slowly over the blade.

Garron’s blood came away red.

Not goblin black-red.

Human.

Friend.

Comrade, Serra would have corrected.

Not friend.

Comrade.

Max cleaned carefully.

Lysa sat beside him after a while.

The fat black rat peered out from her collar.

“You looked scary in there,” she said.

Max did not look up. “You always look scary.”

“Yes, but I try.”

He glanced at her.

She leaned back on one hand. “You almost took his head.”

“I know.”

“Did you want to?”

“No.”

The contract did not warm.

Truth.

Lysa studied him.

“But something did?”

Max’s hand stopped.

The rat on her shoulder twitched its whiskers.

Max looked back at the blade. “The clarity did.”

“That sounds like a terrible excuse.”

“It is.”

She nodded slowly. “Good. Means you know.”

They sat in silence.

Across the hall, Perrin was demonstrating his disarm to Orrel and getting it wrong. Hale was being treated by Mara while pretending poison did not bother her. Garron was laughing at something Sella said, though he kept rubbing his shoulder when he thought no one noticed.

Max watched them.

Eight left.

Eight numbers.

Eight people who had survived rings, goblins, training, and each other.

Absorption stirred quietly.

Not hungry.

Not exactly.

Aware of them.

Their pain. Their fear. Their movement. Their strengths. Their weaknesses.

Max closed his hand around the halberd shaft.

Grasp I settled his grip.

Anchor II settled his breathing.

Absorb Emotion waited, ready to make him clear and cold again.

He did not use it.

Not yet.

Maybe not for a while.

That night, when he opened his menu beneath the blanket, the list had grown long enough that it no longer looked like the menu of a useless boy.



Name: Max
Age: 16
Innate Skill: Absorption
Innate Skill Level: 3

Abilities:
Absorb Relic I
Absorb Emotion I

Relic Effects:
Sharpness III
Durability II
Freezing Cut II
Veil II
Soft Step I
Anchor II
Grasp I

Skills: None

Status: Bound — Red Order Contract**



Max stared at the first line.

Name: Max.

Then at the rest.

Power gathered beneath his name like storm clouds beneath a roof.

He had wanted to be useful.

He had wanted to be strong enough that no one could throw him away.

Now he was becoming strong.

And Blackhold was teaching him exactly what strength could cost if he stopped paying attention.

Across the barracks, Garron snored.

Perrin muttered in his sleep.

Lysa’s rat scratched softly at the window frame.

Hale breathed slow and steady.

The empty bunks remained empty, but the living still made noise.

Max closed the menu.

He held Alfie’s wooden wolf beneath the blanket and let himself feel the fear instead of swallowing it.

For now, fear meant he still cared.

For now, that was worth keeping.

            

    
        The Choosing

    
    
    
    
                The bell rang at midday.

That was the first warning.

Bells belonged to mornings, meals, drills, emergencies, and death. Blackhold used sound like a weapon, each ring hammered into the recruits until their bodies moved before thought. Dawn bell meant rise. Mess bell meant eat. Yard bell meant run. Night bell meant silence.

Midday bell was wrong.

It rolled across the fortress in three deep iron notes.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Every weapon in the training hall lowered.

Every instructor stopped speaking.

Max stood with his halberd half-extended, sweat running down his neck, the blade hovering a handspan from Cael’s shoulder. The old instructor did not move away from it. He only looked toward the hall doors.

Around them, the other intakes had stopped too.

Dozens of recruits stood across the sand, arranged by weapon groups rather than intake. Hammer users. Spear users. Sword users. Shield bearers. Knives. Bows. Polearms. Some were older, broader, scarred by years of training. Others had arrived after Intake Seventeen and still carried that hunted look all new recruits wore before Blackhold taught them how to hide it.

No one spoke.

Then the doors opened.

Sergeant Serra entered first.

Behind her came Instructor Voss.

The head instructor’s presence pulled silence tighter. He walked into the hall with his hands clasped behind his back, eyes moving across the recruits like he was counting flaws.

“Training ends,” he said.

No one cheered.

No one was that foolish.

“All intakes to the grand courtyard. Armour clean. Weapons carried. Numbers visible. No talking.”

Max lowered the halberd fully.

Across the hall, Perrin looked toward him with wide eyes.

Lysa stood among the knife fighters, two rats hidden badly in the folds of her training coat. Hale was with the spear line, face unreadable. Garron rested his hammer against one shoulder, frowning. Sella watched Voss without blinking. Brint’s pale eyes narrowed in the torchlight. Orrel swallowed and tightened both hands around his club.

All intakes.

Grand courtyard.

Something was happening.

Cael stepped close enough that only Max could hear him.

“Clean your blade.”

Max looked at him. “Instructor?”

Cael’s face gave nothing away. “You heard me.”

That was all.

The next half hour moved in a strange, tense blur.

The recruits were marched from the training hall to the armoury washroom. Blades were wiped. Armour buckles checked. Tunics straightened. Boots scraped clean of mud and sand. Numbers inspected.

Max cleaned the halberd until the edge caught the light in a thin, bright line.

Sharpness III hummed faintly beneath his awareness.

He pressed it down.

Today did not feel like a day for mistakes.

When he stepped into line beside the rest of Intake Seventeen, there were only eight of them.

Eight where eighteen had arrived.

Seventeen-One, Garron.

Seventeen-Two, Hale.

Seventeen-Three, Lysa.

Seventeen-Four, Perrin.

Seventeen-Six, Max.

Seventeen-Eight, Sella.

Seventeen-Nine, Brint.

Seventeen-Sixteen, Orrel.

Their missing numbers stood between them more loudly than bodies would have.

The grand courtyard lay at the heart of Blackhold.

Max had crossed it only twice before: once in chains, half-starved and rain-soaked, and once after the goblin mission with Seventeen-Twelve’s body carried behind them. It was larger than the training yard, wider than the lower courtyard, enclosed on four sides by black stone walls and overlooked by balconies, battlements, and high arched windows.

Today, red banners hung from every wall.

The wolf’s head of the Red Order snapped in the cold wind, black inside a circle of iron. Braziers burned along the courtyard edges, sending columns of smoke into the overcast sky. The air smelled of coal, frost, oil, and steel.

Every intake was there.

Not just Seventeen.

All of them.

Rows upon rows of recruits stood by intake number, from the newest trembling grey-clad bodies near the back to older, harder recruits at the front. Some wore training greys like Max. Others had added red strips, leather reinforcements, scarred armour pieces, trophies approved by instructors. A few looked almost like soldiers already.

Not knights.

Not yet.

Never yet.

In front of the assembled intakes stood the knights of the Red Cloaks.

Max had seen knights before, from a distance.

In Greystone, once, a mounted knight of the God King had passed through the market square on a white horse with gold-edged armour. People had bowed. Children had stared. Veller had made all the orphans line up and pray as he passed.

These knights were not like that.

The Red Cloak knights looked like weapons that had survived being used.

Some wore black plate. Some wore mail under leather and scale. Some carried swords, axes, maces, spears, bows, chains, shields, or stranger things. Every one of them wore red somewhere: cloak, sash, scarf, shoulder cloth, ribbon tied around a weapon grip. Their armour was scarred. Their faces were worse.

A woman with a burn-scarred jaw leaned on a greatsword nearly as tall as Max.

A man with silver runes tattooed across his shaved head carried no weapon at all, but the air around his hands shimmered faintly.

A towering knight in layered black plate wore a bear skull over one shoulder.

Another had a spear made of pale bone and a cloak that moved against the wind.

One knight’s armour steamed in the cold.

Another’s shadow did not match his body.

Dozens of them stood before the recruits.

Watching.

Measuring.

Choosing.

Max felt his stomach tighten.

Choosing.

The word came before anyone said it.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred.

Anchor II steadied him.

Not completely.

Enough.

High Commander Kael Draven stood on the raised stone platform at the courtyard’s centre.

He wore full black armour today.

The same dark masterwork plate Max had first seen in Greystone’s prison. Crimson lines ran through it like banked embers beneath metal. His red cloak fell from his shoulders in heavy folds, dark as old blood. Beside him stood Voss, Serra, Yarrow, Pellam, Healer Mara, and several officers Max did not know.

Draven looked over the assembled recruits.

Silence deepened.

Then he spoke.

“Once each year, Blackhold gathers its intakes.”

His voice carried across the courtyard without effort.

No shouting.

No strain.

Only command.

“Once each year, the numbers reset. Intake records close. New intake ledgers begin. Those who remain unselected return to training under new number designation unless dismissed, reassigned, or dead.”

A ripple passed through the younger recruits.

Older ones did not move.

They already knew.

Max did not.

His fingers tightened around the halberd shaft.

Numbers reset.

Intake Seventeen would end today.

One way or another.

Draven continued. “You were told when you arrived that you would be forged into knights of the Red Cloaks or you would die. Some of you misunderstood. You believed surviving drills made you close. You believed killing in rings made you worthy. You believed field tests, monster blood, scars, and a red thread on your tunic meant you had become something.”

His gaze swept over them.

“You have not.”

No one breathed too loudly.

“You are recruits. Useful, perhaps. Improved, perhaps. Less pathetic than when you entered, perhaps. But no recruit becomes a knight because he has survived long enough to grow calluses.”

Max felt those words scrape against him.

“Knighthood in the Red Order is not awarded by time. It is not purchased by blood alone. It is not granted because an instructor is tired of seeing your face.”

A few knights smiled faintly.

Voss did not.

“Before any recruit may become a full knight of the Red Cloaks, they must be selected by one already sworn.”

The courtyard seemed to shift.

There it was.

Selection.

Draven’s voice remained steady.

“A knight may select a recruit as partner-candidate. If selected, the recruit leaves ordinary intake training and enters a year of direct service under that knight. You will fight beside them. March beside them. Learn beside them. Bleed beside them. Carry their gear, obey their orders, watch their methods, survive their enemies, and discover whether the Order’s work is something your soul can endure without cracking.”

Max glanced toward the knights.

Some watched the recruits with open interest.

Others looked bored.

A few seemed like they would rather be anywhere else.

“If the recruit survives the year, and if their knight deems them worthy, they may be raised as a full knight of the Red Cloaks.”

Perrin made a tiny sound beside Max.

Hope.

Fear.

Both.

Draven’s eyes moved briefly in their direction.

Perrin went still.

“If the knight does not deem them worthy, the recruit returns to training. If the recruit survives but fails the knight’s standards, they may be considered again in a future Choosing. If no knight selects a recruit today, that recruit remains in training and may stand for selection again next year.”

Next year.

Max stared ahead.

A year was a lifetime in Blackhold.

A year meant more rings, more monsters, more deaths, more numbers stripped and reassigned. A year meant becoming one of the older recruits who watched new intakes arrive with pity buried under boredom.

Draven continued.

“Understand this clearly. Not being selected is not failure. Not yet. Some recruits are chosen their first year. Some their second. Some their third. Some never. A recruit who remains useful may serve the Order in other capacities. Scouts. Wardens. Auxiliaries. Sappers. Instructors, if the gods are feeling cruel.”

Yarrow smiled.

“Selection is not mercy,” Draven said. “A knight does not choose you to save you from training. They choose you because they believe you may become useful enough to risk standing at their side.”

Useful.

The old word dug into Max’s chest again.

He had wanted usefulness once.

Now he knew it was not a soft thing.

Draven turned toward the line of knights.

“Begin.”

No drum sounded.

No horn.

One by one, the knights stepped forward.

The first was the burn-scarred woman with the greatsword. She walked along the line of older recruits from Intake Fourteen, stopping before a tall spear-user with a red sash and a scar across his nose.

“Fourteen-Seven,” she said.

The recruit dropped to one knee immediately.

“Do you accept selection under Knight Arvella Dorn?”

“Yes, Knight.”

“Stand behind me.”

The recruit rose and moved.

Just like that.

Chosen.

A murmur moved through the younger intakes before Voss’s glare killed it.

The next knight selected from Intake Fifteen.

Then another from Intake Twelve.

Then two from Intake Sixteen.

Each time, the pattern repeated.

The knight spoke the number.

The recruit knelt.

The recruit accepted.

The recruit moved behind the knight who had chosen them.

Some selections drew no reaction.

Others did.

When the tattooed knight with shimmering hands chose a tiny recruit from Intake Sixteen, several instructors exchanged looks. When the steaming-armoured knight chose no one and simply folded his arms, three recruits visibly deflated. When a knight with one arm selected two recruits, Draven allowed it without comment.

Max watched everything.

Learning.

Counting.

Not every recruit would be chosen.

Not even close.

The older intakes were chosen first.

That made sense.

They had survived longer. Learned more. Bled more. Become less likely to embarrass a knight by dying to bad footing or misplaced courage.

But some older recruits were passed over.

Max saw it happen again and again.

A recruit would straighten as a knight approached, hope flickering in the eyes no training could fully kill. The knight would pause, look them over, then move on.

The recruit would remain standing.

Still numbered.

Still waiting.

The first recruit from Intake Seventeen chosen was Hale.

A knight in dark scale armour with a white spear across her back stopped before her.

She was tall, with grey skin and silver eyes. Not human, perhaps. Or perhaps altered by Skill or bloodline. Her red cloak was cut short, pinned at one shoulder with a clasp shaped like a thorn.

“Seventeen-Two,” she said.

Hale lowered to one knee without hesitation.

“Do you accept selection under Knight Maera Vossain?”

“Yes, Knight.”

Her voice did not shake.

The knight nodded once.

“Stand behind me.”

Hale rose.

As she stepped out of the line, Max felt the shape of Intake Seventeen change.

Hale had been steadiness.

A bone-deep kind of steadiness.

Now she stood behind a knight, no longer quite theirs.

Perrin stared at the empty space she left.

The second chosen was Lysa.

That surprised everyone and no one.

A thin knight with a fox mask hanging at his belt stopped before her. He wore soft black leather beneath a red cloak patched in several shades, and his smile was far too pleasant.

The rats hidden in Lysa’s coat went very still.

“Seventeen-Three.”

Lysa’s eyebrows rose.

The knight smiled wider. “Yes. You.”

She knelt slowly, as if suspicious of the ground.

“Do you accept selection under Knight Rellan Fox?”

Lysa looked at him. “Are the rats a problem?”

Several nearby recruits inhaled sharply.

Serra’s head turned.

The knight laughed.

“They are half the reason.”

Lysa considered that.

Then bowed her head. “Yes, Knight.”

“Good. Stand behind me before someone sensible changes my mind.”

Lysa rose and walked out of line.

As she passed Max, the fat black rat peered from her collar and gave him a look that felt disturbingly like farewell.

The third chosen was Garron.

A massive knight with a square beard, dark plate, and a hammer even larger than Garron’s stopped in front of him. He looked Garron up and down.

“Seventeen-One.”

Garron dropped to one knee, slower than Hale but no less serious.

“Do you accept selection under Knight Borren Hask?”

Garron’s jaw worked once.

Then he said, “Yes, Knight.”

“Good. Need someone who understands what a hammer is for.”

Garron rose.

He looked briefly toward Max, Perrin, and the others.

Then he stepped behind Hask.

Three gone.

Max felt something tighten.

Pride, maybe.

Fear, maybe.

Both.

The fourth selection from Intake Seventeen came much later.

Not Perrin.

Not Max.

Sella.

A knight in a dark green cloak, face hidden beneath a plague mask of black leather and bronze, stopped before Seventeen-Eight. The knight smelled faintly of herbs and bitter smoke.

“Seventeen-Eight.”

Sella knelt.

“Do you accept selection under Knight Verity Ash?”

“Yes, Knight.”

Her voice was quiet.

The masked knight tilted her head. “Poison Taste. Blade discipline. Emotional restraint. Acceptable.”

Sella rose and stepped behind her.

Four.

Only four.

Max looked at what remained of the line.

Perrin.

Brint.

Orrel.

Max.

Four left from Seventeen.

The knights continued walking.

Some passed Max without slowing.

Some looked at him and looked away.

A few paused.

Those were worse.

One knight with a scarred red helm stopped before him, stared at the halberd, then at the number on his chest.

Max felt the knight’s attention settle over him.

The hollow thing inside him stirred.

The knight’s eyes narrowed behind the helm.

Then he moved on.

Another, a woman with silver chains wrapped around her forearms, paused near Max and smiled slightly.

Draven, from the platform, looked toward her.

The woman’s smile faded.

She moved on.

Max’s grip tightened.

Absorb Emotion stirred, offering clarity.

No.

He let himself feel the fear.

He wanted to know if it was his.

Perrin had still not been chosen.

Every knight who passed made his face a little paler. He held himself straight, but Max could see the tremble in his sword hand. Quick Hands did not help when there was nothing to parry.

A knight with twin blades stopped before him.

Perrin stopped breathing.

The knight looked him over.

“Seventeen-Four.”

Perrin dropped so fast his knee struck stone.

“Yes, Knight?”

The knight tilted his head. “Fast hands. Nervous feet. Apologises too much.”

Perrin went red.

The knight stood silent for several seconds.

Then said, “Not this year.”

He moved on.

Perrin stayed kneeling.

For a heartbeat too long.

Serra’s voice cracked across the courtyard. “Stand, Seventeen-Four.”

Perrin rose.

His face had gone blank.

Max wanted to say something.

There was nothing to say.

Brint was not chosen.

Orrel was not chosen.

Perrin was not chosen.

And then only Max remained likely to be considered.

Or ignored.

The line of knights thinned.

Selections slowed.

The sky darkened overhead, clouds pressing low over Blackhold’s walls. Wind tugged at cloaks and banners. The braziers crackled, sending sparks into the cold air.

Draven did not speak.

The choosing continued until it seemed every knight who meant to select had already done so.

Chosen recruits stood behind their knights in uneven rows.

Unchosen recruits remained in their intake lines, eyes forward, faces hard or empty or quietly breaking.

Max stood among the unchosen.

Seventeen-Six.

Absorption.

Sharpness III. Durability II. Freezing Cut II. Veil II. Soft Step I. Anchor II. Grasp I.

Absorb Relic. Absorb Emotion.

A Skill that had made knights pause and move on.

Maybe Draven had warned them.

Maybe they knew enough to be afraid.

Maybe Max was not worth the risk.

The thought struck deeper than it should have.

He told himself he did not care.

The contract did not warm.

Lies to yourself did not count, apparently.

Voss stepped toward Draven, as if the Choosing was nearly complete.

Then the courtyard changed.

It was subtle at first.

The knights nearest the eastern arch shifted aside.

Not quickly.

Not dramatically.

They simply moved, opening a path for someone who had not yet stepped forward.

Whispers moved among the knights.

Not recruits.

Knights.

Max looked toward the arch.

A small figure walked from the shadows.

At first, Max thought it was a child.

Then the figure stepped into the brazier light, and the thought died.

The knight was short.

Not merely shorter than the others. Small. Narrow through the shoulders, slight enough that the armour should have looked too large. It did not. The black plate fit perfectly, shaped close to the body and chased with gothic accents: pointed ridges, arched lines like cathedral windows, tiny silver thornwork along the vambraces, and dark fluting that made the armour seem both elegant and cruel.

A full helmet covered the knight’s head.

No face showed.

The helm was smooth black steel, its visor a narrow slit of red glass or gem. Thin silver lines formed a crown of downward points above the brow, giving the impression of a mourning saint carved into a tomb.

A red cloak hung from the knight’s shoulders.

Unlike the others, it was tattered at the bottom, cut into ragged strips that moved like torn banners in a battlefield wind.

One gauntlet was normal.

The other was monstrous.

A black metal gauntlet extended over the knight’s right hand, and from it curved long articulated claws, each one the length of a dagger, silver-edged and hooked slightly inward. The fingers flexed as the knight walked, soft metal clicks carrying across the silent courtyard.

At the knight’s belt hung three skulls.

Human-sized.

Each chained by the jaw with black links.

They knocked softly against the armour as the knight moved.

Click.

Clack.

Click.

No one laughed.

No one whispered now.

Even Voss’s expression shifted.

Just slightly.

Serra’s eyes narrowed.

Yarrow smiled faintly, but it was not amusement. More like recognition of something dangerous entering a room already full of weapons.

The small knight passed the older intakes.

Passed chosen recruits.

Passed knights who watched with open surprise.

One knight muttered, “No.”

Another said, “First time.”

Max barely heard it over his pulse.

The small knight kept walking.

Straight toward Intake Seventeen.

Straight toward him.

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs stirred hard.

Anchor II steadied him.

Veil II wanted to sink his presence away.

He did not let it.

The knight stopped before Max.

Close enough that Max could see his own warped reflection in the black helmet.

The red visor slit stared up at him.

Despite the knight’s size, Max felt no sense of advantage.

None.

Standing before this knight felt like standing before a closed coffin and hearing scratching from inside.

The clawed gauntlet flexed.

The three skulls at the belt clicked softly together.

For several heartbeats, nothing happened.

Then the small knight spoke.

The voice came through the helmet distorted, quiet, and dry.

“Seventeen-Six.”

Max’s throat tightened.

He dropped to one knee.

The stone was cold beneath him.

Around the courtyard, the silence became absolute.

The knight tilted their helmet slightly.

“Do you accept selection under Knight Vaelith Mourne?”

Mourne.

The name moved through the knights like a blade being drawn.

Someone inhaled sharply.

Perrin, still standing in the line behind Max, whispered, “What?”

Serra did not correct him.

Max looked up.

The red visor gave nothing away.

This was the first time, one knight had said.

The first time this knight had selected anyone.

That should have warned him.

It did warn him.

Every instinct he had screamed that being chosen by this creature in gothic black armour, with claws on one hand and skulls chained to their belt, was not salvation. It was not honour. It was not kindness.

It was a door opening into a darker room.

But behind him stood the unchosen.

Another year of Blackhold.

Another year of numbers.

Another year waiting to see if someone thought he was useful enough to risk.

And above him, on the platform, Draven watched.

The High Commander’s face revealed nothing.

No command.

No warning.

No rescue.

Max thought of Greystone.

The orphanage.

Alfie’s wooden wolf in his chest.

He thought of Renn’s final memory, of fear being taken.

He thought of the goblin den.

He thought of Garron’s blood on his halberd and the moment he had nearly cut too deep.

He thought of Draven’s words.

You were selected because of your Skill. Not your body. Not your crime. Not your courage. Not your worthiness.

Maybe this was the same.

Maybe Knight Mourne did not want Max at all.

Maybe they wanted Absorption.

Max’s fingers curled against the stone.

The contract waited.

The courtyard waited.

The skulls at Mourne’s belt clicked once in the wind.

Max bowed his head.

“Yes, Knight.”

The words left his mouth before fear could stop them.

Knight Mourne did not move for a moment.

Then the clawed gauntlet lowered.

One silver-edged claw touched the red number stitched over Max’s heart.

Not piercing.

Just resting.

The hollow thing inside him went utterly still.

Mourne spoke softly enough that only Max should have heard.

“Hungry things should learn what not to bite.”

Then the claw lifted.

“Stand behind me.”

Max rose.

His legs felt steady.

He did not know why.

He stepped out of Intake Seventeen’s line.

As he passed Perrin, their eyes met.

Perrin looked scared for him.

Not jealous.

Not bitter.

Scared.

Max wanted to say something.

Could not.

No talking.

He took his place behind Knight Mourne.

The three skulls at the knight’s belt hung only a few feet from him. One had a crack across the forehead. One was missing several teeth. One had small runes carved around the eye sockets.

Max tried not to stare.

He failed.

The rune-carved skull shifted slightly.

For one horrible moment, Max thought it turned toward him.

Then Draven spoke from the platform.

“The Choosing is complete.”

The words rolled across the courtyard.

Chosen recruits stood behind knights.

Unchosen recruits remained in their lines.

Intake Seventeen had been split.

Hale. Lysa. Garron. Sella. Max.

Chosen.

Perrin. Brint. Orrel.

Not.

Only four of his class had been selected before Mourne.

Five now, with him.

But Mourne’s selection felt separate somehow.

Less like joining the others.

More like being taken.

Draven continued. “Those selected will report to their knights after evening bell. Your intake numbers remain until formally released by your knight or raised to the cloak. Those unselected will return to training. At next year’s Choosing, all eligible recruits will stand again under new intake designation.”

New numbers.

New year.

New chance.

Or new sentence.

“Remember,” Draven said, “selection is not knighthood. It is a harsher test. A year beside a Red Cloak knight will kill many of you faster than training ever could.”

He looked over the chosen.

“Survive. Learn. Become worthy.”

His gaze passed over Max.

Then to Knight Mourne.

For the first time, Max saw something in Draven’s expression.

Not surprise.

He had known.

Maybe he always knew.

But there was a weight there.

A question.

Or concern.

Then it was gone.

“Dismissed.”

The courtyard broke into controlled movement.

Chosen recruits were directed toward one side. Unchosen toward another. Knights turned away, some speaking to their new partner-candidates, others ignoring them entirely.

Garron looked back once as Knight Hask led him away.

Hale did not.

Lysa gave Max a small two-finger salute before Knight Fox said something that made her grin.

Sella followed her masked knight without looking at anyone.

Perrin remained in line, staring at the ground.

Max turned his head as much as he dared, trying to catch his eye again.

Knight Mourne spoke without looking back.

“Do not.”

Max froze.

The voice was quiet through the helm.

“Do not divide yourself before you know how much of you remains.”

Max had no idea what that meant.

He suspected he would learn.

Mourne began walking.

Max followed.

The knight moved silently despite full armour. Not softly. Silently. Even the skulls at the belt barely clicked now. The tattered red cloak dragged behind like strips of old blood.

As they passed the other knights, conversations dimmed.

A few stared openly.

One broad knight with a wolf-pelt collar stepped into Mourne’s path.

“Mourne,” he said. “You actually chose.”

Mourne stopped.

The courtyard seemed to lean closer.

The broad knight glanced at Max, then at the claws, then at the skulls.

“Should we congratulate the recruit or mourn him?”

The red visor turned toward him.

No words came.

The clawed gauntlet flexed once.

The broad knight’s smile faded.

He stepped aside.

Mourne continued.

Max followed more quickly.

They crossed beneath an archway leading into the eastern wing of Blackhold, a part of the fortress Max had never been allowed to enter. The floor changed from rough black stone to polished slabs veined with dark red. Narrow windows looked out over the mountains. Old suits of armour stood in alcoves, each one marked with a small bronze nameplate.

Names.

Not numbers.

Names earned.

Names kept.

Mourne stopped before a tall iron door carved with thorn patterns and three small skulls set into the lintel.

Real skulls.

Small ones.

Not human, Max hoped.

The knight turned.

The red visor fixed on him.

“You are afraid.”

Max swallowed.

“Yes, Knight.”

“Good.”

Of course.

Everything in Blackhold that mattered began with fear.

Mourne stepped closer.

The knight barely reached Max’s chin, yet Max had to fight the urge to step back.

“You have been taught to feed on fear.”

Max’s stomach tightened.

“I have been taught to absorb excess emotion, Knight.”

“Words for children.”

Max did not answer.

The clawed hand lifted.

One talon hovered near his throat.

“Your year begins after evening bell. Until then, return to your barracks. Look at those not chosen. Remember them. Tomorrow, you leave the walls with me.”

Max’s breath caught.

“Tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“Where are we going?”

The helmet tilted.

“Somewhere hungry.”

The iron door opened behind Mourne though no one touched it.

Darkness waited inside.

The knight stepped through.

Before the door shut, Mourne spoke one final time.

“Bring the halberd. Bring nothing you cannot lose.”

The door closed.

Max stood alone in the corridor.

For a moment, he did not move.

Then he looked back the way they had come.

Somewhere beyond the walls, the unchosen were being marched back to training. Perrin among them. Orrel. Brint. Still recruits. Still numbered. Waiting for another year, if they survived long enough to stand again.

Max had been chosen.

He did not feel saved.

He felt marked.

That evening, when he returned to the barracks, the room was quieter than it had ever been.

Perrin sat on his bunk.

Orrel lay with one arm over his eyes.

Brint stared out the narrow window.

Garron’s bunk was empty.

Hale’s was empty.

Lysa’s was empty.

Sella’s was empty.

Soon, Max’s would be too.

Perrin looked up.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Perrin forced a smile that did not reach his eyes.

“Got picked by the scariest one, then.”

Max sat on his bunk slowly.

“Seems like it.”

“Typical.”

That almost made Max laugh.

Almost.

Perrin looked down at his hands. “I didn’t.”

“I know.”

“Next year,” Perrin said.

It sounded like he was trying to convince himself before anyone else.

Max nodded. “Next year.”

The words felt too small.

Perrin’s mouth twisted. “Don’t get killed before then.”

Max looked at him.

“I’ll try.”

“That was a terrible promise.”

“It was honest.”

Perrin huffed a weak laugh.

They sat in silence.

After a while, Max opened his chest and took out Alfie’s wooden wolf.

He held it in both hands.

Bring nothing you cannot lose.

He stared at the ugly little carving.

One leg too thick.

Ears uneven.

Snout like a pig.

A wolf only because Alfie had insisted it was.

Max should leave it.

He knew that.

If he took it, it could be lost. Broken. Stolen. Burned. Used against him by a world that seemed to enjoy finding soft places.

But if he left it, what was the point of keeping it at all?

He wrapped the wolf in cloth and tucked it into his pack.

Not because it was sensible.

Because some things had to be carried even when carrying them hurt.

That night, Max opened his menu one last time beneath the barracks blanket.
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The System still knew his name.

Tomorrow, he would leave the intake behind.

Tomorrow, he would walk beside Knight Vaelith Mourne, the first recruit that knight had ever selected.

Tomorrow, he would begin the year that might make him a knight of the Red Cloaks.

Or kill him faster than training ever could.

Max closed the menu.

Across the room, Perrin breathed unevenly, not quite asleep.

The empty bunks held their silence.

The wolf in Max’s pack pressed like a small weight against his thoughts.

Outside, Blackhold’s banners snapped in the wind.

And somewhere in the eastern wing, a small knight with a red visor, clawed gauntlet, and three skulls chained to their belt waited for morning.

            

    
        Knight Mourne

    
    
    
    
                Max did not sleep well.

That was becoming common enough that he wondered when it would stop being worth noticing.

The barracks felt wrong around him. Too empty. Too quiet. The bunks that had once held Hale, Garron, Lysa, and Sella were bare now, their plaques removed before the night bell. They had been chosen and sent to their knights’ quarters, or to armouries, or to stables, or to wherever selected recruits went before the year began.

Perrin still slept across the room.

Or pretended to.

Max could tell by the way his breathing hitched whenever someone shifted. Orrel was worse, lying flat on his back with both eyes open, staring at the underside of the bunk above him. Brint sat by the narrow window until after the night bell, watching darkness like it might explain something.

Eight had survived the goblin den.

Five had been chosen.

Three remained.

The numbers felt cruel even by Blackhold’s standards.

Max lay on his side, one hand resting on the pack beside his bunk. Inside it were spare clothes, field rations, bandages, whetstone, waterskin, blanket, flint, and Alfie’s wooden wolf wrapped in cloth.

Bring nothing you cannot lose, Knight Mourne had said.

Max was bringing it anyway.

At dawn, the bell screamed.

Max rose before the second ring.

So did Perrin.

For a moment, they stood across from each other in the grey light between bunks, neither saying anything. There was too much to say and too little allowed.

Then Perrin forced a crooked smile.

“Try not to get eaten by the skull knight.”

Max fastened his belt. “I think she’d use the claws first.”

Perrin winced. “That’s worse.”

“Probably.”

The almost-joke faded.

Perrin looked at the pack on Max’s bed. “You’re really leaving?”

“Looks like it.”

“With her?”

Max nodded.

Perrin swallowed. “Everyone was talking last night.”

“About Mourne?”

“About how she’s never chosen anyone. Not once. Not in all the years she’s been here.”

Max picked up his halberd.

The weapon felt familiar in his grip now, the shaft worn smooth where his hands rested. Its edge caught the weak morning light.

“What else did they say?”

Perrin hesitated.

Max looked at him.

Perrin rubbed at the back of his neck. “They say she is a demon in human form.”

Max waited.

“That she hunts things no one else wants to track,” Perrin said. “That she goes places and comes back alone. That the skulls on her belt were people once. Or monsters. Or knights. Depends who was telling it.”

“That’s helpful.”

“I thought so.”

Max slung the pack over one shoulder, then paused.

Perrin looked at him.

Neither of them moved.

Then Perrin stepped forward and hugged him.

It was fast.

Awkward.

Desperate enough that Max almost dropped the halberd.

For a heartbeat, he froze. Blackhold had beaten most casual touch out of them. Touch meant correction, combat, healing, restraint, or death. Not this.

Then Max hugged him back with his free arm.

Perrin let go first and stepped away, face red.

“Don’t tell anyone.”

“Who would I tell?”

The barracks door opened before Max could answer.

Sergeant Serra stood in the doorway.

Her gaze moved from Perrin to Max.

If she had seen the hug, she did not mention it.

“Seventeen-Six,” she said. “Move.”

Max straightened.

“Yes, Sergeant.”

He looked once more at Perrin.

“Next year,” Max said.

Perrin’s jaw tightened.

“Next year.”

Max followed Serra out.

The corridor outside the barracks was cold. Torches burned low in iron brackets. Morning had not fully reached Blackhold, and the fortress still belonged to shadow, stone, and the distant ring of early hammers from the forge.

Serra walked beside him, not ahead.

That was new.

Max did not ask why.

They passed the mess hall, but did not enter. Passed the training yard, where newer recruits were already running in lines beneath Voss’s voice. Passed the armoury, where a quartermaster gave Max a final inspection with all the warmth of a butcher checking weight.

At the outer courtyard, Knight Vaelith Mourne waited.

She stood near the open gate, small and silent in black gothic armour, red cloak tattered at the hem. The full helmet covered her face, its narrow red visor fixed toward the mountains beyond the walls. The clawed gauntlet rested at her side. The other hand held the reins of a dark horse.

The horse was as unsettling as its rider.

It was black, lean, and long-legged, with a narrow head and pale eyes. Its barding was dark leather rather than metal, and it stood too still, not flicking its tail or stamping at the cold like the other horses in the yard.

Beside it waited a second horse.

Brown. Ordinary. Saddled for travel.

Max assumed that one was his.

The three skulls chained to Mourne’s belt clicked softly as the wind moved through the gate.

Serra stopped several paces away.

“Knight Mourne,” she said.

Mourne turned her helmet slightly.

“Sergeant.”

“I deliver Seventeen-Six.”

“So I see.”

Her voice through the helmet remained quiet and dry, distorted by metal. It did not sound female or male. It sounded buried.

Serra looked at Max. “You remain under contract. You answer to your knight. Her orders supersede ordinary recruit instruction unless directly countermanded by the High Commander.”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“Do not embarrass the intake.”

Max almost laughed.

Instead, he nodded.

“Yes, Sergeant.”

Serra studied him for one long moment.

Then she said, lower, “Listen more than you speak.”

Max glanced at Mourne.

Serra’s mouth twitched.

Almost.

Then she stepped back.

Mourne extended her ordinary gauntleted hand toward the brown horse.

“Mount.”

Max had ridden once in his life.

The only time had been on an old cart pony was at the orphanage when he was ten and one of the stable boys let him sit on it for three glorious minutes before Veller found them.

He approached the horse carefully.

It looked at him with deep suspicion.

“I agree,” he muttered.

The horse snorted.

Getting into the saddle was not graceful.

He managed it anyway, mostly because falling in front of Mourne, Serra, and the gate guards felt worse than death. His pack settled awkwardly against his back. The halberd went into a saddle loop designed for polearms, though Max kept glancing at it as if the weapon might object to being carried by a horse.

Mourne mounted without visible effort.

One moment she stood beside the black horse.

The next she sat in the saddle, cloak falling around her like torn night.

The skulls did not rattle.

The horse did not shift.

Max looked away before she caught him staring.

The gate opened wider.

Blackhold watched them leave.

Max felt the fortress behind him as they rode under the raised portcullis. The weight of stone. The red banners. The training yards. The empty bunks. Perrin. The warded rooms. Draven’s all-knowing stare.

Then they passed beneath the outer arch and onto the mountain road.

For the first time since entering Blackhold, Max left without chains, guards, or a full intake around him.

That should have felt like freedom.

It did not.

Knight Mourne rode ahead and slightly to the right. Max followed.

Neither spoke.

The road descended through pine and stone, winding away from Blackhold into the Ashridge slopes. Morning mist lay thick between the trees. Frost clung to dead grass along the roadside. Somewhere far below, water moved over rock.

Max tried not to fidget in the saddle.

His thighs began to ache within the first hour.

By the second, he decided horses had been invented by people who hated walking but loved suffering in new places.

Mourne said nothing.

Her black horse moved smoothly, silently, too evenly for any ordinary animal. It did not shy away from birds. It did not stumble on loose stone. It did not stop to drink when they crossed a stream. Mourne sat still as a statue, red visor fixed forward.

Max watched her when he thought she would not notice.

The armour was even stranger in daylight. Gothic ridges rose along the vambraces and greaves, fluted to guide blades away. Tiny thorn patterns circled the joints. The breastplate was narrow, almost delicate, but Max had the feeling striking it would be like trying to cut a church bell. Her clawed gauntlet rested over the saddle horn, fingers curved.

The skulls at her belt moved occasionally.

Click.

Clack.

Click.

Three of them.

Human-shaped.

They were cracked and missing teeth, covered from top to bottom in blackened script that hurt Max’s eyes if he stared too long. 

Max wondered who they had belonged to.

He wondered if asking would get him added as a fourth.

So he listened more than he spoke.

They rode until the sun rose properly behind the clouds.

Then they rode more.

The road left the steepest slopes and descended into pinewood. The trees grew taller there, their trunks dark with damp. The mist thinned, revealing mossy stones, fallen logs, and narrow animal tracks. Max noticed the places where Lysa’s rats would have slipped through roots and brush, scouting ahead.

He wondered where she was.

Behind Knight Fox, probably learning things that involved lies, rats, and knives.

Garron would be with the hammer knight. Hale with the spear woman. Sella with the plague mask.

Perrin would be running drills.

Max pushed the thought away.

Near midday, Mourne stopped by a stream.

Not with a word.

She simply reined in.

Max nearly rode past before realising.

He pulled his horse around badly, earning a deeply unimpressed snort from the animal.

Mourne dismounted.

Again, it looked effortless.

“Water the horse,” she said.

Max climbed down less gracefully.

His legs objected.

He led the brown horse to the stream and watched it drink. Mourne’s black horse did not lower its head. It stood beside her like a shadow given reins.

“Does yours not drink?” Max asked before remembering Serra’s advice.

Mourne turned her helmet toward him.

Silence stretched.

Max regretted every word.

Then she said, “Not often.”

That was all.

They sat to eat.

Or rather, Max ate. Hard bread, dried meat, and cold water from the stream. Mourne did not remove her helmet. Did not touch her rations, if she carried any. Did not drink.

Max chewed slowly.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred, not hungry toward her, but aware. Mourne felt strange to it. Not like Draven, whose presence had been weight, iron, blood, and command. Not like a living recruit, full of heat and fear. Not like a corpse either.

She felt still.

Contained.

Like a sealed room behind a locked door.

Max tried not to reach.

The rules held.

Nothing living or recently dead unless ordered.

But was she living?

He did not want to find out by testing the question.

They rode again.

The day stretched long and quiet.

Mourne did not ask about his past, his training, his Skill, or the recruits left behind. She did not explain where they were going. She did not tell stories. She did not offer warnings beyond the practical.

“Low branch.”

“Duck.”

“Loose stone.”

“Do not touch that fungus.”

The fungus was pale blue and grew in clusters around a dead fox.

Max did not touch it.

By late afternoon, the terrain changed.

The pines thinned. The ground flattened. The old mountain road joined a wider track running northeast. Wheel ruts cut deep into the mud. Old hoofprints overlapped newer ones. At a crossroads, a weathered stone marker leaned crookedly, half-swallowed by moss.

One arrow pointed back toward Blackhold.

One toward the south road and the river towns.

One toward the northeast.

The carving was worn, but Max could still read part of it.

FREE CITIES ROAD

Mourne turned northeast.

Max followed.

The air felt different there.

Less mountain. More open road.

Still cold.

Still overcast.

But wider somehow.

“Knight?” Max asked after another mile of silence.

Mourne did not look back. “Speak.”

“Where are we going?”

“Northeast.”

Max waited.

No more answer came.

He tried again. “Toward the Free Cities?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Mourne rode in silence for long enough that Max thought she would not answer.

Then she said, “Something moved.”

Max frowned. “Something?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of something?”

“An old relic once buried.”

It was probably the only answer he would get.

The road ran through low woodland and then into rough moorland broken by stone walls, abandoned shepherd huts, and black pools of standing water. The sky remained dark and overcast, clouds hanging low enough to make evening arrive early. Wind moved through the dead grass with a dry whisper.

They made camp before full dark.

Mourne chose a hollow beside a cluster of standing stones. Not the ancient kind with carvings and sacrifice stories, Max hoped. Just weathered markers from some forgotten boundary or old road. A few twisted trees leaned over the hollow, their bare branches scraping softly together.

“Camp,” Mourne said.

Max dismounted too quickly and nearly fell.

The horse snorted again.

“I know,” he muttered. “You’re better at this.”

He expected Mourne to tell him what to do.

She did not.

She stood beside her horse and watched.

Testing.

Of course.

Max began with the basics drilled into him since the goblin mission.

Check ground.

No obvious burrows. No fresh scat. No claw marks. No strange fungus. No bones.

Check sightlines.

Low hollow, shielded from the road, but not blind. One approach from the east, another from the west, both narrow enough to watch.

Wind direction.

Smoke would drift south.

Water.

A shallow stream lay close enough to use, far enough not to flood the camp if rain came.

He gathered deadwood, cleared a small fire pit, laid stones around it, and used flint until sparks caught the dry scrap from his kit. It took too long. His fingers were stiff from the cold and riding.

Mourne watched in silence.

When the fire finally took, Max felt a ridiculous spark of pride.

Then remembered she could probably see it through the back of his skull somehow, like Draven.

He pushed the feeling down.

No.

Not absorbed.

Just down.

He tied the brown horse where it could graze at a patch of winter grass. Mourne’s black horse stood untied near the standing stones, motionless.

Max looked at it.

It looked back.

He decided not to ask.

Max moved closer to the fire.

Mourne stood across from him.

Then, at last, she reached up with her ordinary hand and unfastened the helmet.

The locks released one by one.

Soft clicks.

Metal shifted.

She lifted the helmet free.

Max forgot to breathe.

Knight Vaelith Mourne was a woman.

Small, as he had already known. Pale enough that the firelight seemed to sit on her skin rather than warm it. Her hair was black and cut to her jaw, straight as a blade. Her features were delicate in a way that did not soften her at all. High cheekbones. Narrow mouth. A scar, thin and silver, running from beneath her left eye to the corner of her jaw.

Her eyes were red.

Not bloodshot.

Not brown in firelight.

Red.

Deep, dark crimson around black pupils, reflecting the flames with a predator’s stillness.

When she opened her mouth slightly, Max saw the fangs.

Not huge.

Not exaggerated.

Two sharp canines resting behind her upper lip, clean and white and very real.

Max’s hand twitched toward his halberd.

Mourne’s red eyes dropped to the movement.

“Complete the thought,” she said.

Max froze.

“What?”

“You reached toward your weapon. Complete the thought. Decide whether you will draw it.”

The fire cracked between them.

Max’s heart hammered.

Fear rose fast.

Absorb Emotion waited.

He did not use it.

This fear was useful.

He looked at Mourne.

Small. Pale. Helmet under one arm. Clawed gauntlet hanging at her side. Three skulls fastened to her belt.

A vampire.

A knight of the Red Cloaks.

His knight.

He took his hand away from the halberd.

“No, Knight.”

“Why?”

“Because if you wanted me dead, I wouldn’t have made it out of Blackhold.”

“That is a good reason.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“Good.”

Of course.

Mourne sat on a flat stone near the fire. Without the helmet, her voice was quieter, clearer, unmistakably female, but no less dry.

“Trust is earned slowly and lost quickly. Reason will serve until then.”

Max sat opposite her, careful to keep the fire between them.

Mourne noticed.

She said nothing.

For a while, the only sounds were the fire, the wind, and the faint click of one skull’s teeth.

Max stared at the flames.

He had questions.

Too many.

Asking them felt like stepping into a dark room full of hanging knives.

Mourne spoke first.

“You are wondering how a vampire became a knight.”

Max looked up.

“Yes, Knight.”

“By being useful.”

Another Blackhold answer.

Mourne removed one clawed gauntlet finger by finger, placing it across her knees. Her right hand beneath was pale, slender, and scarred. The clawed apparatus was not part of her body, then. A weapon. A tool. Perhaps an artifact.

Max tried not to stare at it with Absorption.

The hollow thing stirred anyway.

Mourne’s eyes snapped to his chest.

Max went cold.

“Do not,” she said.

He swallowed. “Yes, Knight.”

One of the skulls chattered once, approving or mocking.

Mourne ignored it.

“My work is the hunt,” she said. “The wretched and the unclean. Demons. Corrupted bloodlines. Possessed things. Monster cults. Sapient predators who learn to wear civilisation like a cloak. Sentient monsters that grow too clever. Things that hide inside people until people become doors to the outside.”

Max listened.

The fire popped, sending sparks into the dark.

“My speciality is demons,” Mourne said. “And sentient monsters.”

Max frowned before he could stop himself. “Not sapient?”

Her red eyes settled on him.

He held very still.

“Yarrow has taught you categories,” she said.

“Yes, Knight.”

“Good. At least they have taught you something.”

Max waited.

“Demons are often sapient,” Mourne said. “Some are sentient. Some are neither in ways your language handles poorly. A starving imp and a prince of the Seventh Maw are both demons. Treating them as the same creature is how recruits die.”

Max nodded slowly.

“And sentient monsters?” he asked.

Mourne leaned slightly toward the fire.

“Vampires are another one of my specialties” Her mouth curved faintly. “They are often the most fun to hunt.”

Max felt a shiver go up his spine.

Mourne watched him for several seconds.

The wind pushed smoke sideways.

Max coughed once.

Mourne did not.

She did not breathe often, he noticed.

When she did, it seemed deliberate. Habit remembered rather than need.

“You will learn to hunt as I hunt,” she said.

Max looked back up.

“Demons?”

“Demons. Unclean things. Predators that mimic people. People who become worse than predators. Monsters that cannot be fought by strength alone.”

“I’m still a recruit.”

“You are a selected partner-candidate.”

“That sounds like a recruit with more ways to die.”

“It is.”

At least she was honest.

Mourne picked up her clawed gauntlet and turned it in her hands. The silver-edged talons reflected firelight.

“You will learn pursuit. Signs of corruption. Blood trails. False bodies. Possession marks. Den scents. Ritual leavings. When to question survivors. When to kill them. When mercy is bait. When cruelty is laziness dressed as necessity.”

Max stared at her.

“Blackhold teaches weapons,” she continued. “The Order teaches obedience. I will teach discrimination.”

“Between monsters?”

“Between what must be destroyed, what may be used, what may be spared, and what must never be touched.”

That sounded too close to Draven’s rules.

Max shifted.

Mourne’s eyes narrowed faintly. “You dislike rules.”

“I have a lot of them.”

“You need more.”

Max almost laughed.

Almost.

“Where are we going?” he asked instead.

“Northeast.”

“You said something moved.”

“It did.”

“What did you sense?”

Mourne looked past him, toward the dark road beyond the standing stones.

For the first time since removing the helmet, something like hunger crossed her face.

Not like Max’s.

Not empty.

Focused.

Old.

“Three nights ago, a relic crossed the Ashridge wards north of the old quarry road,” she said. “Not physically. I felt its presence brush against the mortal plane.”

“Is it demonic?”

“Perhaps.”

“You don’t know?”

“It could be, could be cursed”

Max looked toward the northeast.

“The Free Cities?”

“The city-states,” Mourne said. “Yes.”

He remembered Archivist Pellam’s map. The Free Cities to the east. Rich, argumentative, mercantile, convinced coin was strategy. Crossed keys on blue banners. Trade roads. Ports. Walls. Guilds.

“What would a demon want there?”

“What do people want?”

Max hesitated. “Money. Power. Safety. Revenge.”

“Doors,” Mourne said.

He frowned. “Doors?”

“Cities are doors. Ports are doors. Guild contracts are doors. Debt is a door. Desire is a door. Fear is a door. A demon does not need an army if it finds enough people willing to open themselves one bargain at a time.”

The fire seemed smaller suddenly.

Max thought of Draven’s lesson.

A demon offering exactly what you want is not making a mistake. It is identifying the handle by which you can be carried.

“What moved?” he asked.

Mourne’s red eyes returned to him.

“A scent.”

“You smelled it from Blackhold?”

“Not with my nose.”

Max waited.

Mourne replaced the clawed gauntlet slowly, fitting each piece into place.

“Unclean things leave pressure in the world. Some leave rot. Some leave heat. Some leave songs in blood. Some leave holes where meaning should be. This one left hunger.”

The word struck Max like a hand to the chest.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred.

Mourne watched him.

“Yes,” she said softly. “That is why I chose you.”

Max went still.

Not because you are worthy.

Not because you are the right candidate.

Because of your Skill.

Again.

Always.

“You chose me because I’m like it?”

“No.”

The answer came fast enough to surprise him.

Mourne leaned forward, firelight catching in her red eyes.

“I chose you because you are like me you feel a hunger which is normally reserved for my kind, it is constant and all consuming more than any mortal can feel.”

Max’s mouth went dry.

“You think I’ll become a monster?”

“Without my guidance yes, with my guidance maybe.”

Max laughed despite himself.

Mourne just stared.

Max looked away first.

The three skulls watched the dark.

One clicked its teeth.

Mourne reached down and tapped it once with a claw.

It went still.

“Do not take offence at being watched,” she said. “Take offence when no one thinks you are dangerous enough to matter.”

Max frowned.

For a moment, Mourne simply stared at him.

Then the corner of her mouth moved.

Not a smile exactly.

The memory of one.

It vanished quickly.

“You will sleep first,” she said.

Max blinked. “You’re not sleeping?”

“No.”

“Because you're a vampire?”

“Because im a knight.”

Max sighed before he could stop himself.

Mourne’s eyes sharpened.

He straightened.

“Sorry, Knight.”

“Do not apologize for being tired. Apologise for mistakes. Then correct them.”

That sounded almost like Perrin’s entire life inverted.

Max unrolled his blanket near the fire, close enough for warmth, far enough that Mourne remained in view. He placed the halberd within reach. His pack became a pillow, the wooden wolf tucked inside beneath cloth.

He did not think he would sleep.

The road. The vampire. The skulls. The city-states. The thing that had moved northeast. The idea that demons could use desire like a door. The knowledge that Mourne had chosen him because hunger recognised hunger.

All of it circled in his head.

But exhaustion had its own authority.

His eyes drifted shut.

Just before sleep took him, Mourne spoke.

“Seventeen-Six.”

Max opened his eyes.

She sat beside the fire, helmet resting on one knee, red gaze fixed on the dark beyond camp.

“Yes, Knight?”

“If something whispers while you sleep, do not answer.”

Max’s hand tightened around the blanket.

“Does that happen often?”

“No.”

A pause.

“Sometimes.”

The skull clicked once.

Mourne’s clawed hand rested over it.

Max stayed awake longer after that.

But eventually the fire blurred, the wind softened, and sleep came anyway.

In the darkness behind his eyes, something far to the northeast opened a door.

            

    
        Invitations

    
    
    
    
                Max woke before dawn with his hand around the halberd shaft.

For one frozen heartbeat, he did not know where he was.

Not barracks.

Not Blackhold.

No stone ceiling. No numbered bunk above him. No Perrin muttering in his sleep across the room. No bell screaming through the dark. No smell of too many bodies, damp wool, weapon oil, and old fear.

Only cold earth beneath his blanket.

A dying fire.

Standing stones leaning over the hollow like broken teeth.

And a vampire sitting motionless across from him, red eyes open in the dark.

Max’s grip tightened.

Knight Vaelith Mourne did not move.

The three skulls chained near her side faced outward into the night, still and silent now. Her helmet rested beside one knee, black metal reflecting the last faint coals. Her clawed gauntlet lay across her lap, each silver-edged talon curved like a sleeping knife.

“You wake quickly,” she said.

Her voice was quiet enough that it seemed part of the dark.

Max swallowed and loosened his grip on the halberd.

“Habit, Knight.”

“Good. Keep it.”

The fire cracked softly.

Max pushed himself upright. His body complained at once. His thighs ached from the saddle. His back hurt from sleeping on hard ground. His shoulders felt stiff from cold. He missed the barracks mattress, which was absurd because it had been barely better than sleeping on a sack of straw and splinters.

Mourne watched him for a moment longer.

“Eat,” she said. “We ride before full light.”

Max packed his blanket, checked the cloth around Alfie’s wooden wolf, tightened the straps, and stamped out the remains of the fire.

Mourne put her helmet on before the sky brightened.

Metal covered her pale face. The red visor clicked into place. The vampire disappeared, and the knight remained.

Her black horse stood where it had stood the night before, pale eyes half-lidded. Max’s brown horse had at least had the decency to sleep, though it looked no happier to see him than it had yesterday.

They rode northeast as the sky lightened from black to iron grey.

The road stretched through moorland for several miles, then dipped into a shallow valley where thin trees grew along a winding stream. Frost clung to the grass in pale strips. The air smelled of wet soil, old leaves, and distant rain. A line of hills rose to the east, blue-black beneath the low clouds.

Mourne rode ahead.

Max followed.

For the first hour, they spoke only when the road required it.

“Loose stone.”

“Do not ride under that branch.”

Max ducked.

A dead crow hung tangled in the branch above, its feathers crusted with pale fungus.

He did not ask.

Mourne did not explain.

By midmorning, the moor gave way to open farmland gone thin with winter. Low stone walls marked old boundaries. Most fields were empty, their soil dark and wet. A few distant cottages sent smoke up from chimneys. None stood close to the road.

Max watched them as they passed.

He wondered what it would be like to live in one.

A roof. A field. A hearth. No System contracts. No knights. No monsters. No bells.

Then he remembered goblins in the pinewood, demons using doors, and a thousand-year war between the Emperor and the God King that had swallowed kingdoms whole.

Maybe no place was as simple as it looked from the road.

Mourne slowed near a rise where the road cut between two leaning stone walls.

“Lesson,” she said.

Max straightened in the saddle despite the ache in his legs.

“Yes, Knight.”

“You were taught monster categories.”

“Sapient and sentient.”

“Insufficient.”

Max waited.

Mourne’s black horse moved at a slow walk now. Its hooves made almost no sound on the road.

“Categories are nets,” Mourne said. “Useful for catching simple thoughts. Useless if you mistake them for cages. Demons break categories because demons do not begin as flesh.”

Max frowned. “Then what are they?”

“Wrongness with appetite.”

That was not a comforting answer.

Mourne continued. “Some demons wear bodies. Some build them. Some steal them. Some are born from breaches already clothed in meat and hate. Some cannot touch the world until invited. Some are little more than hunger with a name. Some are old enough that names become hooks in your own tongue.”

Max remembered Yarrow’s board.

Binding circles.

True names.

Banishment rites.

Cold iron.

Contract limitations.

“Yarrow said true names can be weaknesses.”

“They can.”

“But?”

“But reaching for a demon’s true name without preparation is like grabbing a fishhook because you dislike the fish.”

Max pictured it and winced.

“Do not seek a true name unless warded, witnessed, and certain the thing cannot hear you think,” Mourne said. “Even then, assume you are wrong.”

“Sounds dangerous.”

“Good. You are learning.”

They rode in silence for a few moments.

Max shifted in the saddle. “What types are there?”

Mourne turned her helmet slightly.

“Many.”

“I mean the ones I need to know.”

“All of them.”

“Today?”

The red visor looked forward again.

“No.”

Max decided that was probably mercy.

Mourne lifted one clawed hand and began counting on the talons.

“Lesser imps. Hungerlings. Whisperers. Skin-thieves. Door-leeches. Ash-born. Chain fiends. Rot choirs. Pact demons. Hollow saints. Maw princes. Reflection devils. Grief-eaters. Blood scribes. Others.”

Max stared at her back.

“That was the short list?”

“Yes.”

“Of course.”

The skulls at her belt clicked softly as the horse descended the rise.

Mourne ignored them.

“Lesser imps are the easiest to mistake for harmless,” she said. “Small bodies. Quick hands. Cruel humour. They steal heat, secrets, teeth, and sometimes children if a summoner is incompetent enough to let them breed.”

Max’s stomach tightened.

“Weaknesses?”

“Fire if caught early. Cold iron. Salt lines. Simple binding circles. They are cowardly unless backed by a stronger presence. Cut off the hands if alive. Burn the tongue if dead.”

Max looked at her.

“Dead?”

“Some imps continue bargaining after decapitation for several minutes.”

“That seems unnecessary.”

“Demons often are.”

He tried to imagine Perrin hearing that and almost smiled despite himself.

The smile faded quickly.

“Hungerlings,” Mourne continued, “are not imps, though fools confuse them. They are appetite given shape. Often found after famine, sieges, failed rituals, or in places where people have eaten what they should not.”

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs stirred.

He sat very still.

Mourne noticed.

Of course she did.

“Hungerlings can smell want,” she said. “Not hunger for food alone. Want. They follow lack. They crawl into villages where everyone has already begun measuring one another in meat.”

Max swallowed.

“Weakness?”

“Feed them nothing. Offer them nothing. Do not let them taste blood. Do not let them hear promises made in desperation. Fire works on young ones. Older ones require dismemberment, burning, and ash separation. If one speaks with a voice you recognise, kill it faster.”

Max stared at the road.

A voice you recognised.

Alfie’s voice.

Perrin’s.

His own.

“Whisperers,” Mourne said, “are more dangerous.”

“Because they whisper?”

“Because mortals listen.”

The answer was so flat that Max had nothing to say.

“Whisperers rarely manifest bodies at first,” she said. “They attach to places, objects, guilt, or repeated thoughts. They suggest. They do not command. A whisperer cannot force a stable mind to open the door. It makes the door look like your own idea.”

Max thought of Absorb Emotion.

Of desire arriving wearing his thoughts.

His hand tightened around the reins.

“How do you fight something that hides in thoughts?”

“Do not fight it alone. Speak your thoughts aloud before they rot. Mark sudden desires. Question relief that arrives too cleanly. Use bells, prayer, pain, salt smoke, and witness circles. A whisperer hates being named by more than one mouth.”

“Can it possess someone?”

“Not without invitation.”

That word again.

Invitation.

Mourne slowed further as the road entered a patch of thin woodland.

Branches arched overhead, bare and black against the grey sky.

“Remember this, Seventeen-Six. A demon’s greatest weakness is also its greatest weapon. Threshold.”

Max frowned. “Like a door?”

“Yes. A line between outside and inside. Body and soul. Waking and dream. Want and consent. Demons cross thresholds poorly unless helped.”

“But breaches—”

“Breach-born demons are different. They enter where the world has already torn. But many demons cannot fully claim a person unless invited.”

Max’s mouth went dry. “What counts as invited?”

Mourne’s helmet turned toward him fully this time.

“More than people think. Less than demons claim.”

That was not helpful.

She continued before he could say so.

“A formal pact is invitation. Blood on a summoning mark is invitation. Speaking a name into a prepared circle may be invitation. Taking a demon’s gift knowingly is invitation. Asking it to save you, strengthen you, avenge you, heal someone, kill someone, love you, forgive you, or make pain stop may be invitation.”

Max felt cold despite his coat.

“What if someone doesn’t know it’s a demon?”

“Then the invitation may be weaker. Not absent. Ignorance is not armour. It is only poor bargaining.”

The road bent around a fallen tree.

Mourne guided her horse around it without slowing.

Max followed more awkwardly.

“A demon can hide in someone’s soul?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“How?”

“By being let into a wound.”

Max looked up sharply.

Mourne’s voice remained quiet. “Not always a physical wound. Grief. Shame. Rage. Hunger. Ambition. Love twisted into need. Fear of death. Fear of being nothing. A demon presses against the soul until it finds the soft place. Then it offers shape.”

“Shape?”

“To the pain. To the desire. To the emptiness.” She paused. “It says, I can make this useful.”

Max did not like how much that sentence touched him.

Mourne continued. “Once invited, a demon may coil inside the soul and sleep. Days. Years. Generations, in corrupted bloodlines. It may whisper only when useful. It may feed on choices. It may grant strength while hollowing the host. By the time signs appear on flesh, the soul may already be a shared house.”

Max tried to picture that and failed.

No.

He pictured it too well.

Someone walking, talking, eating, laughing, praying, all while something curled inside them behind their eyes.

“How do you know?”

The question left him before he considered whether it was wise.

Mourne rode in silence for several steps.

The skulls at her belt clicked.

Then she said, “Because I have cut such things out.”

Max waited.

No more came.

He asked anyway. “And the person?”

“Sometimes lives.”

“Sometimes?”

“Sometimes the person is the door. Sometimes the person is already gone. Sometimes what remains begs better than what entered.”

The woodland thinned.

The road opened onto a shallow slope overlooking a cluster of farm buildings in the distance. Smoke rose from a chimney. A dog barked somewhere. Ordinary life continued beneath the weight of things most people would never know enough to fear properly.

Max watched the smoke.

“What are the signs?”

“For possession?”

“Yes.”

“Too many.”

“Knight.”

Mourne made a sound that might have been irritation.

Or approval.

“Changes in appetite. Sudden knowledge. Unnatural calm after horror. Shadows moving wrong. Animals avoiding or gathering. Repeated phrases. Writing in languages the hand should not know. Wounds that close around black fibres. Blood smelling of rot, ash or flowers depending on type. Loss of reflection. New reflection. Teeth where teeth should not be. Kindness without warmth. Cruelty without heat. Eyes watching from behind the eyes.”

Max wrote none of it down.

He wished he could.

“Can some Skills see it?” he asked.

Mourne went still.

Only for a heartbeat.

But Max noticed.

She turned her helmet slowly toward him.

“Some can.”

Max thought of Draven.

The way he knew Max’s ability before Max spoke it. The way he saw relic effects. The way he read things no one should read.

“The High Commander can see things,” Max said carefully. “Status windows maybe. Item effects. He knew what I absorbed before I told him.”

Mourne watched him.

The red visor revealed nothing.

“Did he tell you the name of his Skill?”

“No.”

“Then do not speak as if he did.”

The contract under Max’s skin warmed faintly.

Not punishment.

Warning.

He lowered his head. “Yes, Knight.”

Mourne faced forward again.

After a long silence, she said, “Some Skills can reveal signs of corruption. Some cannot. Some demons know how to appear clean to sight, System, blood test, priest, or mother. Never trust one method.”

“Not even Draven?”

Mourne’s head tilted.

Max expected rebuke.

Instead, she said, “Especially not anyone who sees too much.”

That sentence stayed with him for several miles.

They passed the farm without stopping.

A woman in a brown shawl watched from beside a fence as they rode by. Her eyes fixed first on Mourne, then on the skulls, then on Max. She made a sign with one hand. Not the God King’s sun sign. Something older. Something meant to ward off evil.

Mourne did not react.

Max did not know whether the sign was aimed at demons, vampires, Red Cloaks, or all three.

By midday, the road grew busier.

Not busy.

But less empty.

They passed a cart drawn by two oxen, carrying barrels sealed with blue wax. The driver looked at Mourne once and decided the opposite side of the road was safer. Later, they passed three riders wearing merchant colours, who bowed too deeply and too quickly when they saw the red cloak.

No one tried to speak.

Mourne did not slow.

Max noticed that people saw her helmet and skulls before they saw her size.

Or perhaps they saw the size and grew more afraid because fear had nowhere sensible to put it.

In the afternoon, rain began.

Thin at first.

Then steady.

The road became mud beneath the horses’ hooves. Max pulled his cloak tighter and wished Blackhold had issued better gloves. Mourne rode as if weather were an opinion she did not share.

“Skin-thieves,” she said suddenly.

Max blinked rain from his eyes. “What?”

“Next demon type.”

“Now?”

“Demons do not wait for dry weather.”

Of course they didn’t.

Max straightened.

“Skin-thieves wear bodies,” Mourne said. “Dead ones first. Living ones later if they mature. Early signs: poor fit. Wrong gait. Expressions delayed by half a breath. Voice close but not exact. Dogs hate them. Children notice them. Adults explain them away.”

Max shivered.

“Weakness?”

“Destroy the body enough that wearing it becomes inefficient. Fire. Decapitation. Spine severing. Cold iron through the mouth if you can hold it down. But killing the worn body may not kill the thief. Watch for escaping shadow, black fluid, insect swarms, or a second voice leaving through the wound.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“Yes.”

“Do they need invitation?”

“To wear the dead? No. To take the living cleanly? Often. There are forced entries, but they leave damage. A willing host lasts longer.”

“Why would anyone willingly host that?”

Mourne’s answer was immediate. “To see a dead spouse again. To escape illness. To become beautiful. To punish enemies. To survive execution. To hear a child’s voice. To feel strong.”

Max had no reply.

“Door-leeches,” she continued, “are smaller but more insidious. They attach to thresholds. Literal doors, windows, gates, mirrors, wells, sometimes mouths.”

“Mouths?”

“A promise is a threshold.”

Max hated that.

“They feed on passage,” Mourne said. “People entering and leaving. Secrets crossing lips. Letters passing hands. In cities, they can grow fat without anyone noticing until every bargain made through a certain guildhall carries a hook.”

“Weakness?”

“Find the anchor. Burn or break it. Salt the threshold. Do not step through while angry, afraid, or desperate. Do not agree to any bargain spoken across it. If a door casts a shadow on both sides at noon, leave.”

Max glanced at every farmhouse door they passed after that.

Mourne noticed.

“Paranoia wastes strength,” she said.

“You just told me doors can be demons.”

“I told you some demons use doors.”

“That is not better.”

“It is more accurate.”

They rode on.

“Ash-born,” Mourne said, “come from burned offerings, war pyres, failed cremations, and villages that die by fire with too much hatred trapped in the smoke. They may appear as charred people, animals made of cinder, or clouds of hot ash with faces.”

“Fire doesn’t work, then?”

“No.”

Max waited.

Mourne let the rain speak for several breaths before continuing.

“Water weakens lesser ash-born. Blessed water, more so. Wind disperses them if bound weakly. Cold iron cages. Burying the original ash under clean earth may end them. But do not breathe them. They carry memories of burning and enjoy sharing.”

Max swallowed.

“Chain fiends,” Mourne said, “are pact enforcers. They appear where debts have become worship. Slaver pits. Debtor prisons. Contract halls. Noble houses with too many locked rooms.”

Max thought of the Red Order contract under his skin.

Mourne’s helmet turned slightly.

“Not all binding is demonic.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You thought loudly.”

Max looked away.

“Chain fiends are vulnerable to broken contracts,” she said. “If you can prove a bargain invalid, they weaken. If you free those bound unjustly, they weaken. If you strike with a weapon that has never been owned, they bleed.”

“What does that mean?”

“A weapon made by its wielder. A stone picked from a road. A bone taken from an unburied field. Ownership matters to them.”

Max filed that away.

“Rot choirs are collective,” Mourne said. “Many small demons singing through decay. Found in plague pits, abandoned temples, battlefields left unburned. They speak with multiple voices. They spread sickness, despair, and obedience through sound.”

“Weakness?”

“Silence. Wax in ears. Cutting out infected tongues. Fire after containment. Never answer when a choir asks who you mourn.”

Max did not ask why.

“Pact demons,” she continued, “are the ones fools think of first. Horns, smiles, contracts, gifts. Some look monstrous. The dangerous ones look reasonable.”

“Like nobles?”

“Like anyone who knows what you want.”

The rain thickened.

Max’s cloak grew heavy across his shoulders. Water ran down his neck. He absorbed a little discomfort, then stopped before it became numbness. Pain was information. Cold was information. Wet misery was apparently information too.

Mourne continued as if reciting a prayer backwards.

“Pact demons cannot grant without taking. The taking may not happen immediately. It may not be obvious. It may not be from you. A man sells his grief and becomes incapable of loving his remaining children. A woman sells fear and walks laughing into knives. A lord sells his reflection and no mirror will warn him when something else wears his face.”

Max’s hand tightened around the reins.

“Weakness?”

“Terms. Always terms. Find the limit. Find the wording. Find what they cannot do. Pact demons are bound by the shape of bargain, but they are better at language than most kings. Do not argue unless trained. Do not accept food. Do not accept names. Do not say thank you.”

“Thank you counts?”

“Gratitude is a small door.”

Max thought of every time he had said it without thinking.

Mourne’s voice sharpened. “Do not become ridiculous. Manners are not possession. But in ritual space, under pressure, with a demon listening, words gain teeth.”

That was not much comfort.

They camped that night in the ruins of an old watch station.

Only two walls remained, both waist-high, and the roof was long gone. But the stone blocked some of the wind, and a stand of twisted pines hid the fire from the road. Rain had slowed to mist by the time Max gathered wood, checked the ground, tended the horses, and set camp.

Mourne corrected him twice.

“Fire smaller.”

He reduced it.

“Blanket there, not there.”

Max looked at the patch he had chosen. “Why?”

“Water runs that way if rain returns.”

He moved the blanket.

This time, Max saw Mourne touch each one with a claw and whisper something too low to hear. The skulls clicked once, then went still.

Warnings.

Or watchers.

Or both.

Max did not ask.

When the fire was stable, Mourne removed her helmet.

Her pale face emerged from black steel, red eyes catching the low flame. Rain had not touched her hair beneath the helm. It remained sharp and black against her jaw.

Max sat across from her, wet, sore, and full of too many demon types.

She looked at him.

“You are tired.”

“Yes, Knight.”

“Good.”

Max had expected that.

“Tired minds show where lessons have rooted,” Mourne said. “Tell me what kills a hungerling.”

Max blinked.

“Fire if young. Dismemberment and burning if older. Separate the ash. Don’t feed it. Don’t let it taste blood. Don’t listen if it uses a voice you know.”

“What invites a whisperer?”

“Guilt. Desire. Repeated thoughts. Maybe speaking with it too much.”

“What weakens a chain fiend?”

“Broken contracts. Freeing the unjustly bound. Weapons that have never been owned.”

“What do you never say to a pact demon?”

“Thank you.”

“Why?”

“Gratitude is a small door.”

Mourne watched him for several seconds.

“Acceptable.”

Max allowed himself one slow breath.

Then she said, “Hollow saints.”

His breath stopped being relieved.

“Hollow saints,” Mourne said, “are not saints.”

“I assumed.”

“They appear in places of worship after faith has been used to excuse too much cruelty. They wear holiness like perfume over rot. They bless wounds that should not heal. They preach obedience to voices no god sent. They gather followers by giving miracles that leave hollows behind the eyes.”

Max thought of the God King’s temples.

He tried not to.

Mourne noticed.

“Not every priest is a hollow saint,” she said. “Not every temple is a door. But faith is a powerful threshold. Demons love thresholds mortals defend for them.”

“Weakness?”

“Expose contradiction. Break the false relic. Remove followers from hearing range. Fire sometimes. Truth often. But truth must be believed to cut.”

“That sounds difficult.”

“It is.”

“Maw princes?”

Mourne’s face went still.

For a moment, even the skulls seemed quieter.

“You are not ready for Maw princes.”

“You listed them.”

“I listed dragons once too. That does not mean you should poke one.”

Max shut his mouth.

Mourne’s red eyes held him.

“A Maw prince is hunger with rank. It does not eat food. It eats meanings. Oaths. Names. Bloodlines. Histories. It can make a village forget its dead while the bodies still hang in the trees. It can swallow the reason a war began and leave armies fighting because stopping feels impossible.”

Max stared at her.

The fire popped.

“Weakness?” he asked quietly.

“Do not meet one.”

“That’s not—”

“That is the weakness available to you.”

Max nodded once.

“Reflection devils,” she continued, as if she had not just described something that could eat history, “enter through vanity, self-hatred, mirrors, still water, polished shields, and portraits painted with blood-mixed pigment. They show you yourself improved, ruined, forgiven, desired, dead, or unburdened. Then they trade places by inches.”

Max glanced instinctively at his halberd blade.

Mourne’s gaze followed.

“Do not stare too long at your reflection after speaking with one.”

Max turned the blade away from the firelight.

“Weakness?”

“Break reflective surfaces. Cover eyes. Use indirect sight. Speak your name repeatedly if it begins answering for you.”

Name.

Max.

Not Seventeen-Six.

He swallowed.

“Grief-eaters,” Mourne said, “are drawn to fresh mourning. They are gentle at first. That is their danger. They comfort. They listen. They take pain away.”

Absorb Emotion stirred.

Max went cold.

Mourne saw.

“Tell me why that frightens you.”

Max looked into the fire.

“Because that sounds useful.”

“Yes.”

“And because I can do something close.”

“Not close enough to make you guilty. Close enough to make you cautious.”

Max did not know what to say.

Mourne continued. “A grief-eater leaves victims calm, hollow, and incapable of remembering why the dead mattered. Villages touched by one become peaceful. Too peaceful. No crying. No anger. No stories. No graves tended after the first week.”

“Where does the grief go?”

Mourne’s mouth curved faintly.

“Into the demon.”

Of course.

“Weakness?”

“Make the victims remember. Names. Objects. Songs. Pain. Burn the demon when it grows fat enough to manifest. Do not allow it to comfort you.”

Max thought of Alfie’s wooden wolf in his pack.

Some things had to be carried even when carrying them hurt.

“Blood scribes,” Mourne said. “Rare. Dangerous. They write contracts, curses, histories, and infections in blood. Their marks can hide under skin, inside books, on bone, in family trees. If you find writing that bleeds when read, stop reading.”

“That seems obvious.”

“You would be amazed how many scholars die proving they are scholars.”

Max almost smiled.

Mourne did not.

“Blood scribes are weak to clean flame, blank parchment blessed under no god, ink made from ash and salt, and illiterates.”

Max blinked. “Illiterates?”

“A demon that kills through reading finds limited purchase in those who cannot.”

“That might be the first time not knowing how to read sounds useful.”

“Do not become stupid for safety. It rarely works.”

The lessons continued until the fire burned low.

By the end, Max’s head felt full of claws, doors, hunger, mirrors, ash, false saints, and contracts with teeth. Mourne asked questions without warning. If he answered poorly, she corrected him. If he answered well, she moved to something worse.

Only when the moon hid fully behind cloud did she stop.

Max stared at the coals.

“Knight?”

Mourne looked at him.

“How do you remember all of it?”

“I have had time.”

Because she is a vampire.

Because she is a knight.

Both.

She set her helmet beside her and leaned back against a stone.

“I have read your file.”

The shift was so sudden that Max looked up sharply.

“What?”

“Your file,” Mourne said. “Temple report. Orphanage discharge. Guard arrest. Magistrate sentence. Blackhold intake notes. Contract reaction. Duel reports. Healer observations. Artifact absorption records. Power lessons. Field test assessment. Full-power duel notes.”

Max felt exposed in a way he hated.

“All of it?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“You are my partner-candidate. I do not ride with unknown quantities.”

Max’s jaw tightened. “So you know my abilities.”

“Yes.”

He waited for shame to come.

It did.

Then anger.

Then the urge to absorb both.

He did not.

Mourne watched him over the fire.

“Absorption. Level six.”

The words landed harder because they came from her mouth.

“Absorb Relic. Absorb Emotion. Sharpness Three. Durability Two. Freezing Cut Two. Veil Two. Soft Step One. Anchor Two. Grasp One. Red Order contract bound. No registered Skills beyond your Innate growth.”

Max stared at her.

Hearing the menu spoken aloud felt wrong. Like someone had reached inside his chest and read the writing carved on the back of his ribs.

He thought of Draven.

“You can see it too?”

“No.”

That answer came too quickly to doubt.

Max frowned. “Then how—”

“I read the file.”

“All of that was in the file?”

“Yes.”

“Draven put it there?”

“Of course.”

Max looked down.

Of course.

The High Commander had seen. Had known. Had recorded.

Mourne’s red eyes did not leave him.

“I am telling you this so you do not waste effort hiding what is already known.”

Max’s mouth tightened. “That supposed to make me feel better?”

“No.”

The corner of Mourne’s mouth moved faintly.

“Your instinct is to hide your soft places and your dangerous ones,” she said. “Reasonable. But hiding known dangers from the person expected to keep you alive is inefficient.”

“You’re expected to keep me alive?”

“For a year, if possible.”

“If possible?”

“Do not become sentimental. I am also expected to determine whether you should become a knight, return to training, be contained, or be killed.”

Max went still.

The fire cracked between them.

Mourne did not soften the words.

She never did.

“Why tell me that?”

“Because surprises kill partners.”

The word partners sounded strange from her.

Not kind.

Not equal.

But not recruit either.

Max swallowed. “You’re going to tell me your Skill.”

“I am.”

The skull with missing teeth chattered once.

Mourne tapped it with one claw without looking.

“My Innate Skill is called Demonification.”

Max felt the words settle over the camp.

Demonification.

Not Blood Hunt.

Not Night Sight.

Not Vampire’s Fang.

Demonification.

The word sounded wrong in the quiet rain. Too close to the things she hunted. Too close to the lessons she had spent the whole day carving into him.

Max stared at her.

“You hunt demons,” he said slowly.

“Yes.”

“But your Skill is called Demonification.”

“Yes.”

“That seems…”

“Unfortunate?” Mourne asked.

“Dangerous.”

Her mouth curved faintly.

“Better.”

The skull with missing teeth chattered once.

Mourne tapped it with one claw without looking.

“Demonification allows me to alter parts of my body into demonic aspects,” she said. “Not illusion. Not armour. Flesh. Bone. Blood. Sinew. Sometimes worse things, depending on what is required.”

Max did not move.

The fire cracked softly between them.

“What kind of parts?” he asked.

Mourne lifted her ordinary hand.

For a moment, it was pale and slender, scarred across the knuckles.

Then the fingers lengthened.

Max watched the bones shift beneath the skin.

There was no glow. No System light. No chant. Her hand simply changed. The nails blackened and thickened. The fingers stretched too long, joints bending in ways human fingers should not. Dark veins crawled up her wrist like ink beneath glass. Small ridges of black horn pushed through the skin over her knuckles.

Within seconds, the hand no longer looked like it belonged to a woman.

It looked like something that had reached out of a summoning circle.

Max’s fingers twitched toward his halberd.

Mourne’s red eyes lifted to his.

He stopped.

The altered hand flexed once.

The air around it seemed to tighten.

“This is a minor claw expression,” she said. “Useful for climbing, tearing armour straps, opening throats, and reminding fools to step back.”

Max swallowed.

“Does it hurt?”

“Yes.”

The answer came without hesitation.

“Every time?”

“Yes.”

“Then why—”

“Because pain is cheaper than death.”

Another Blackhold answer.

No.

A Mourne answer.

The demonic hand slowly folded back into itself. Fingers shortened. Black veins receded. Horn ridges sank beneath pale skin. Within moments, only her ordinary hand remained, scarred but human-shaped.

Or vampire-shaped.

Max was not sure what counted anymore.

Mourne watched him.

“Demonification does not make me a demon,” she said. “That is the first thing you need to understand.”

Max nodded slowly.

“What does it make you?”

Her red eyes held his.

“Capable of using a monster’s tools without accepting a monster’s master.”

The words sat between them.

Max thought of Absorption.

Of relics turning to dust in his hands.

Of Renn’s memories.

Of fear becoming fuel.

“Is that possible?” he asked.

Mourne’s mouth moved faintly.

“That is the question my life has been answering.”

The rain whispered through the ruined watch station.

Mourne leaned back slightly, the fire painting the pale planes of her face in red and gold.

“At lower expression, I can change small parts. Claws. Fangs. Eyes. Skin. Tendons. Bone plates. A second joint where one is useful. A tongue that tastes ash, blood, lies, or rot, depending on the shape taken.”

Max stared despite himself.

“You can taste lies?”

“No. That was poetic. Do not become excitable.”

Max blinked.

Mourne continued. “I can taste fear changes. Blood sickness. Demonic residue. Some poisons. Some forms of possession. Lies only if the liar’s body changes enough while speaking.”

“That still sounds like tasting lies.”

“It sounds like you wish to be hit.”

Max closed his mouth.

The skull with missing teeth clicked again.

Mourne ignored it.

“At deeper expression,” she said, “I can alter larger structures. Wings for short movement. Horns. Armour beneath skin. Extra muscle fibres. A spine that bends farther than it should. Eyes that see heat, souls, or corruption. A throat that can speak certain binding sounds without tearing itself apart.”

Max felt cold that had nothing to do with rain.

“And higher expression?”

Mourne was silent for several breaths.

When she spoke, her voice was quieter.

“At higher expression, I become harder to distinguish from what I hunt.”

Max said nothing.

That felt like the kind of answer that punished questions.

Mourne looked toward the skulls.

“One weakness of Demonification is contamination. Every shape has a memory. Not a true memory. Not thought. Instinct. Hunger. Violence. Pattern. If I take claws, I want to use them. If I take eyes, I begin seeing the world as prey and paths. If I take wings, the ground feels like a cage. If I take a demon’s mouth, I must remember not to enjoy what it was made to say.”

Max’s throat tightened.

“Your Skill tempts you?”

“Every Skill tempts its user toward the kind of mistake the Skill makes easy.”

Max remembered her saying that earlier.

Absorption made taking easy.

Demonification made becoming easy.

He looked at her pale hand.

“And being a vampire?”

“What about it?”

“Does that make it worse?”

Mourne’s smile showed the points of her fangs.

“It makes it familiar.”

That answer was not comforting.

Max suspected it was not meant to be.

Mourne continued. “My body already understands hunger, altered flesh, blood, restraint, and the thin line between tool and appetite. Demonification found fertile ground.”

Max looked into the fire.

“So when people say you’re a demon in human form…”

“They are wrong.”

He looked up.

Her red eyes were steady.

“I am a vampire in human form with demonic alterations available under controlled circumstances.”

Max stared at her.

“That is worse.”

“It is more accurate.”

“That does not make it better.”

“It usually doesn’t.”

For a moment, the corner of her mouth moved again.

The memory of a smile.

Then it vanished.

“What are the weaknesses?” Max asked.

Mourne’s gaze sharpened.

For the first time, she looked almost pleased.

“Good question.”

Max waited.

“Demonification requires control. Injury can interrupt transformation. Holy restraints can lock a changed limb in place. Cold iron causes altered flesh to reject itself. Consecrated flame burns demonic structures more deeply than ordinary flesh. Overuse invites instinct. Deeper forms require blood, concentration, and recovery. If I change too much, too quickly, I risk becoming inefficient.”

“Inefficient?”

“Mad.”

Max went still.

Mourne did not soften the word.

“Demonification does not possess me,” she said. “It does not whisper. It does not bargain. But it makes certain actions feel natural. Tearing. Hunting. Feeding. Dominating. Surviving at any cost. Natural does not mean correct.”

Max thought of Absorb Emotion.

The cold clarity that had almost made cutting Garron’s throat seem like the cleanest solution.

“Useful does not mean correct,” he said.

Mourne watched him for a long moment.

“Yes.”

The word was quiet.

Almost approving.

“What does Demonification say about me?” Max asked.

The question came from somewhere he had not inspected first.

Mourne’s expression stilled.

The fire popped between them.

“Not much unless I shape the proper sense.”

Max frowned. “Sense?”

She lifted her ordinary hand again.

This time, only her index finger changed.

The nail darkened into a thin black claw. A line split beneath it, opening like a second mouth too small to be natural. The air around her finger seemed to taste the camp.

Max recoiled before he could stop himself.

Mourne looked at him.

“Reasonable,” she said.

“That’s disgusting.”

“Yes.”

The little slit beneath her claw opened and closed once.

Then Mourne extended her hand.

“Give me your hand.”

Max hesitated.

Her red eyes narrowed.

“I am not asking for trust. I am asking for reason.”

He thought of what he had said the night before.

If she wanted him dead, he would not have made it out of Blackhold.

He held out his hand.

Mourne took it with her other hand, not the altered finger.

Her skin was cold.

Not cool.

Cold.

She turned his wrist palm-up, then drew the black claw lightly across the pad of his thumb.

Pain flashed.

A bead of blood welled.

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs stirred toward it.

His own blood.

Mourne watched his face.

Then she brought the altered finger close to the blood.

Not touching.

Tasting the air above it.

The tiny slit beneath the claw opened.

Max’s stomach turned.

Mourne’s eyes changed.

The red deepened.

For one moment, Max saw the vampire fully.

Not the knight. Not the teacher. Not the small woman with a dry voice and controlled hands.

The predator.

Then something else moved behind it.

A shape that was not vampire.

Not human.

Not fully seen.

A suggestion of horns in shadow. A mouth where no mouth should be. Hunger wearing discipline like armour.

Then Mourne released his hand.

The altered finger folded back into itself, nail paling, the tiny slit sealing until only skin remained.

“Hungry,” she said.

Max pressed his thumb against his palm.

“I know.”

“No. You know the feeling. You do not know the shape.”

“What shape?”

Mourne looked at the tiny smear of blood on her claw before it fully vanished back into her skin.

“Your hunger is not only for power. It is for completion.”

Max frowned.

“That sounds like something Pellam would say to make recruits feel stupid.”

“It means your Skill recognises lack and tries to end it by taking. Pain is lack of ease. Fear is lack of safety. Relics are power without a body. Corpses are bodies without life. Memories are moments without present. Your Skill reaches for what is missing and attempts to make it part of you.”

Max stared at her.

The words settled too deeply.

He did not like them.

“Is that bad?”

“Yes.”

He almost laughed.

Mourne continued. “Also useful. Also dangerous. Also not all you are.”

Max looked up.

That last part had been unexpected.

She met his gaze without softness.

“If you were only hunger, I would not have selected you.”

Max did not know what to do with that.

He looked down at his bleeding thumb.

The cut was tiny.

Still, the hollow thing wanted to pull the blood back in, to waste nothing.

He wrapped it in cloth instead.

Mourne watched.

“Good.”

A single word.

Max hated how much those still mattered.

The fire burned lower.

Rain whispered again through the ruined stones.

Mourne put her helmet back on before standing.

“You sleep,” she said.

Max looked at her. “You’ll watch?”

“Yes.”

“With the skulls?”

“Yes.”

“Do they sleep?”

“No.”

“Do they talk?”

“Not to you.”

Max paused.

“That is not comforting.”

“It was not meant to be.”

He unrolled his blanket beneath the driest patch of ruined wall. His body ached from the saddle and road. His head ached from demon names. His thumb throbbed.

Before lying down, he opened his pack and checked the wooden wolf.

Still there.

Ugly. Uneven. Familiar.

He held it for a moment.

Mourne did not comment.

That was almost kindness.

Max placed the wolf back and lay down with the halberd within reach.

For a while, he listened to the rain and the faint clicking of skull teeth in the dark.

No whisper came.

No dream waited.

Only the cold, the road ahead, and the knowledge that somewhere to the northeast, an old relic had brushed the mortal world and left hunger behind.

            

    
        Cold Iron

    
    
    
    
                They travelled for eight days.

By the end of the second, Max hated horses.

By the end of the fourth, he hated roads.

By the end of the sixth, he hated the way Mourne could ride from dawn until dark without shifting in the saddle, complaining, eating, drinking, sleeping, or apparently remembering that other people possessed bones.

By the eighth, he had begun to understand that hatred was simply another kind of tiredness.

The land changed slowly as they rode northeast.

The harsh slopes of the Ashridge faded behind them, replaced by low hills, winter fields, and long roads lined with bare trees. Villages appeared more often. Then roadside inns. Then toll stones. Then merchant wagons with painted wheels and guards wearing mismatched armour.

The closer they came to the Free Cities, the more the world seemed to loosen.

In the Red Order’s territory, people lowered their eyes when they saw Mourne’s cloak.

Here, they stared first.

Then lowered their eyes.

The difference was small, but Max noticed.

On the fifth day, they passed a company of mercenaries marching south with blue ribbons tied around their spear shafts. One laughed when he saw Mourne from a distance. The laugh died when she turned her red visor toward him.

On the sixth day, they crossed a bridge where a stone marker showed three different carved symbols scratched over one another: the crowned sun of the God King, the crown-and-sword of the Emperor, and the crossed keys of the Free Cities.

Mourne pointed at it with one claw.

“Border history,” she said.

Max looked at the stone. “Who owns it now?”

“The bridge?”

“Yes.”

He did not say anything. He knew better than to answer when he did not know.

“Currently it is The Emperor and his legions.”

He thought about that for the next mile.

Mourne continued his education as they rode.

Not kindly.

Never kindly.

She questioned him on demon types until the names tangled together in his head. Hungerlings. Whisperers. Skin-thieves. Door-leeches. Ash-born. Chain fiends. Rot choirs. Pact demons. Hollow saints. Reflection devils. Grief-eaters. Blood scribes.

If he answered poorly, she corrected him.

If he answered well, she asked something worse.

“What does a grief-eater leave behind?”

“Calm,” Max said. “Too much calm. People stop mourning. Stop tending graves. Stop remembering why the dead mattered.”

“What do you do?”

“Make them remember. Names. Objects. Songs. Pain.”

“And then?”

“Burn the demon when it manifests.”

“If it does not manifest?”

Max hesitated.

Mourne turned her helmet slightly.

He grimaced. “Then I don’t know.”

“Correct. Better ignorance than invention.”

She did that often.

Rewarded not knowing if it was honest.

Punished guessing if it was not.

At night, she trained him with the halberd.

Not like Cael.

Cael had corrected stance, grip, reach, timing, and balance. Mourne taught what happened when the thing in front of him did not care about normal bodies.

“Throat,” she said.

Max thrust.

Her clawed gauntlet brushed the halberd aside.

“Wrong. Skin-thief wearing a corpse. Throat means little. Spine.”

He adjusted.

“Again.”

Another night.

“Heart.”

Max drove the spear point toward her chest.

She twisted aside with impossible ease and tapped two claws against his ribs.

“Wrong. Chain fiend. Heart is symbolic unless contract-bound. Mouth. Hands. Binding marks.”

Again.

“Eyes.”

He cut high.

She ducked under the blade, the movement too smooth, too inhuman. Her own hand changed halfway through the motion, fingers lengthening into black demonic talons that pressed gently beneath his chin.

“Wrong. Vampire. Eyes matter less than distance. You are already dead.”

Max froze.

Mourne’s red eyes glowed faintly in the dark.

“Again.”

She revealed pieces of Demonification in small, controlled ways.

A hand becoming claws.

Her eyes changing until the pupils split vertically and saw heat through fog.

Black ridges of horn rising beneath her forearm to catch a practice blow.

Once, during a night march through a field of pale reeds, her legs changed.

Only slightly.

Enough that her knees bent wrong for three steps, and she crossed a flooded ditch without disturbing the water.

Max stared.

She looked back.

“Do not admire monsters,” she said.

“I wasn’t.”

“You were admiring the efficiency.”

“That’s different.”

“No it is not. Study never admire. Learn weaknesses and strengths. ”

By the seventh day, Max could recite that too.

Useful did not mean correct.

Efficient did not mean safe.

Natural did not mean right.

And hunger was never proof of need.

The city-state appeared near midday on the eighth day.

At first, Max thought it was a hill.

Then the road rose, the trees opened, and he saw walls.

High grey walls, built in rings down a slope toward a wide river. Towers rose at intervals, each topped with blue-green roofs instead of black slate. Flags snapped in the wind: crossed silver keys on a field of deep blue. Beyond the walls, rooftops climbed over one another in chaotic layers. Chimneys smoked. Bells rang. Bridges arched across canals. The river beyond was crowded with barges, ferries, narrow trade boats, and one broad vessel with red sails.

Max had never seen so much movement in one place.

Greystone had been a town.

Blackhold had been a fortress.

This was something else.

“The city-state of Velm,” Mourne said.

Max stared. “That’s one city?”

“One city-state.”

“What’s the difference?”

“A city is buildings. A city-state is buildings with soldiers, coins, laws, pride, and complete independence from those around it.”

Max glanced at her.

Mourne rode on.

The road leading to Velm’s western gate was crowded. Merchants. Farmers. Pilgrims. Carters. Two monks in grey robes. A group of mercenaries wearing polished breastplates. A woman leading six goats. Children carrying baskets. A man with a cage of bright yellow birds. Guards in blue cloaks checking wagons beneath the gatehouse.

Conversations faltered as Mourne approached.

Not stopped.

Velm was too busy to stop.

But they bent around her.

Like water around a stone.

The gate guards stiffened when they saw the red cloak.

Then they saw the helmet.

Then the skulls.

Then they stopped pretending this was normal.

Their captain, a square-faced woman with a scarred lip, stepped forward and touched two fingers to the side of her neck in salute.

“Red Cloak.”

“Gate Captain,” Mourne said.

The captain’s eyes flicked to Max. Then to his number. Then back to Mourne.

“Business in Velm?”

“Hunt.”

That one word did more than any writ.

The captain’s face lost what little colour it had.

“Registered?”

“Not yet.”

“Do you require city assistance?”

“No.”

The captain seemed relieved and offended at once.

“Will there be… public danger?”

Mourne tilted her helmet slightly. “There is always public danger. Most of it receives taxes.”

The captain decided not to answer that.

She waved them through.

Inside Velm, noise swallowed Max whole.

Hooves struck stone. Wheels rattled. Vendors shouted over one another. Bells rang from somewhere uphill. Water splashed in canals. A man argued with a woman over fish prices. A child ran between carts with a paper bird on a string. Two guards dragged a drunk out of a doorway while the drunk sang something about keys, queens, and goats.

The smell was worse.

Bread. Smoke. Horse dung. River mud. Frying onions. Wet stone. Sweat. Perfume. Fish. Tanned leather. Coal. Human bodies. Too many human bodies. And beneath it all, something stranger: old magic soaked into streets that had seen too many bargains.

Max’s hollow hunger stirred.

Not toward anything specific.

Toward everything.

Mourne’s helmet turned.

“Contain yourself.”

Max clenched his jaw. “I am.”

“Better.”

He had not realised she could sense it that clearly.

Or perhaps she simply knew what cities did to hungry things.

They rode through streets that narrowed, widened, twisted, and crossed canals by arched bridges. Velm seemed built by people who had refused to agree on one plan and then decided disagreement was tradition. Tall houses leaned over lanes. Balconies crossed above alleys. Shops opened directly onto the street, their awnings dripping rainwater from the previous night.

Mourne led him to a stable near a square filled with smiths.

The square rang with hammers.

Not one forge.

Dozens.

Smoke rose from chimneys. Sparks leapt behind open shutters. Apprentices carried coal, quenching buckets, tongs, and blades wrapped in oiled cloth. Signs hung above each shop: crossed hammers, an anvil and moon, a silver nail, a dragonfly made of nails, a broken sword mended with gold paint.

Mourne dismounted before one with no painted sign at all.

Only a black iron plate beside the door.

The plate bore a single symbol.

A nail through an eye.

Max looked at it.

“That seems welcoming.”

“It is not meant to be.”

She tied neither horse.

The horses stayed anyway.

Inside, the shop was dark, narrow, and hotter than the street. Weapons lined one wall. Armour stood on racks along the other. Not decorative pieces. Not noble display. These were practical and ugly in places, each made for use.

A man emerged from behind a hanging curtain of chainmail.

He was short, broad, and bald, with one arm made of polished brass from elbow to fingertips. The brass fingers clicked as he wiped soot from them with a rag.

He looked at Mourne.

Then at Max.

Then back at Mourne.

“No,” he said.

Mourne said nothing.

The smith sighed. “Every time you come here, something terrible follows.”

“Then charge accordingly.”

“I do.”

“Good.”

The smith looked Max over with the expression of a butcher judging whether a pig had been fed properly.

“Recruit?”

“Partner-candidate,” Mourne said.

The smith’s eyebrows rose. “Yours?”

“Yes.”

He stared at Max longer.

Max resisted the urge to stand straighter.

The smith looked back at Mourne. “Gods rot the plumbing. You finally chose one.”

“So I am told.”

“What does he need?”

“Cold iron full plate. Fitted enough to move. Not ornamental. Reinforced joints. Throat protection. Gauntlets with grip flexibility. Helmet open enough for field awareness, closed enough to keep teeth out.”

Max blinked.

Full plate?

The smith’s eyes narrowed. “For him?”

“Yes.”

“He’s still growing.”

“Adjustable straps. Replaceable plates. Room in the shoulders.”

“He’ll move like a dropped wardrobe.”

“Then he will learn.”

Max looked between them. “Knight?”

Mourne did not look at him. “You are too easy to open.”

“That is… fair.”

The smith grunted. “Cold iron full plate is expensive.”

Mourne reached into a pouch at her belt and placed a small black coin on the counter.

The smith stopped breathing for half a second.

Max noticed.

Then he noticed the coin.

It was not silver. Not gold. Not copper. It was black, edged in red, and seemed to drink the forge light around it.

The smith covered it with his brass hand.

“Full plate,” he said. “Fitted today.”

“And a halberd,” Mourne said.

Max’s hand tightened around his current weapon.

The smith looked at it. “That one looks serviceable.”

“Cold iron.”

The smith glanced at her. “For demons?”

“And other things.”

His eyes moved briefly to Mourne herself.

Then away.

“Full cold iron head?”

“Yes. Reinforced socket. Ash shaft. Iron-cored. Long rear spike. Not too heavy.”

Max tried not to look eager.

Failed.

Mourne’s helmet turned very slightly.

He stopped looking eager.

“And a dagger,” she said.

“Cold iron?”

“Silver.”

The smith looked at Max again. “He fighting werewolves or vampires?”

“Yes.”

“That was not either-or, was it?”

“No.”

The smith muttered something under his breath and vanished behind the chainmail curtain.

Max leaned closer to Mourne. “Knight.”

“Speak.”

“Are you buying me armour?”

“Yes.”

“And a halberd.”

“Yes.”

“And a silver dagger.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because naked flesh, ordinary steel, and optimism are poor tools against demons.”

“I wasn’t relying on optimism.”

“No. You were relying on a halberd I did not choose and armour meant for recruits who can be replaced.”

Max shut his mouth.

That was also fair.

The fitting took two hours.

The smith’s assistants measured him with cord, calipers, chalk, and blunt insults. Pieces were brought out from racks, adjusted, hammered, heated, strapped, removed, replaced. The plate was not polished. It was dark grey, almost black, with a dull finish that drank light instead of reflecting it.

Cold iron.

Max felt it before he touched it.

His Skill reacted oddly.

Not hunger.

Dislike.

The metal had a presence. Dense. Resistant. Unfriendly to things that should not be in the world. It felt less like power and more like refusal.

Mourne watched his face.

“What do you feel?”

“It doesn’t want me near it.”

“Good.”

Max looked at her. “Good?”

“Cold iron rejects much that is unclean. You should learn what rejection feels like.”

“That sounds like another lesson that hurts.”

“Yes.”

When the breastplate settled over his tunic for the first time, Max understood weight properly.

He had worn leather and reinforced coats.

This was different.

The full plate enclosed him piece by piece: greaves, cuisses, faulds, breastplate, backplate, pauldrons, vambraces, gauntlets, gorget, helm. Each piece connected to the others until his body became something harder, heavier, more deliberate.

He moved and nearly stumbled.

The smith grunted. “Dropped wardrobe.”

Mourne said, “Walk.”

Max walked.

Slowly.

The armour shifted, but not as badly as he expected. It was heavy, yes, but balanced. The joints allowed movement. The gauntlets closed around his fingers without stealing all feeling. The gorget made his neck feel safer and trapped at the same time.

The helmet came last.

It was plain compared to Mourne’s. No gothic ridges. No red visor. No silver thorns. Just cold iron, dark and practical, with a narrow eye slit and a hinged lower face guard.

Max lowered it over his head.

The world became narrower.

His breath sounded loud inside the helm.

He hated it.

He also felt safer.

The smith tapped the breastplate with his brass knuckles.

“Not knight-quality. Better than recruit tin. Will stop claws if the claws aren’t too clever. Will slow teeth. Will offend demons. Don’t fall in a river.”

Max lifted the visor. “Why?”

“You’ll sink.”

Mourne said, “Then learn to swim faster.”

Max could not tell if she was joking.

Probably not.

The cold iron halberd came next.

It was beautiful in a severe way.

The shaft was dark ash wood, slightly longer than his old weapon, iron-cored but not unwieldy. The head was cold iron, matte and black-grey, with a long spear point, a crescent axe blade, and a hooked rear spike built to bite and pull. The socket had been reinforced with dark bands, each etched with plain lines, not runes.

No enchantments.

No relic effects.

Just a weapon made from metal that hated monsters.

Max took it.

The weight settled into his hands.

Grasp I adjusted.

Durability II hummed faintly through his awareness, testing the gear, touching the new weapon, understanding it.

Cold iron did not welcome the touch as first.

Max swallowed.

“It feels stubborn.”

The smith snorted. “Good iron should.”

He focuses on his skills pushing harder, willing his abilities to encompass the cold iron. It felt like he was focusing for an age. Time seemed to slip away. Eventually there was a metaphysical snap and his skill encompassed his armor too.

Mourne said, “Cold iron is not kind to your Skill?”

“It just took a bit more time to fully settle.”

“Good.”

The silver dagger was simpler.

A straight double-edged blade, long enough for killing, short enough to hide badly. The hilt was wrapped in black leather. The blade gleamed pale, almost white, and unlike cold iron, silver felt clean to Max’s senses. Not weak. Not soft. Clean.

Mourne handed it to him hilt-first.

“Silver for werewolves,” she said. “Some vampires. Some cursed bloodlines. Some spirits if prepared properly. Do not rely on one weakness for all things.”

Max took it.

Then Mourne reached into her saddlebag and removed three wooden stakes.

They were dark, smooth, and sharpened to cruel points. Each had a holy symbol engraved into the side. Not the God King’s crowned sun. These were older symbols: a circle split by a line, an eye beneath a tree, and a flame inside a closed hand.

Max stared at them.

Mourne held them out.

“For vampires,” she said.

Max looked at her.

Then at the stakes.

Then at her again.

“You’re giving me weapons that could kill you.”

“Yes.”

He did not take them immediately.

The smith became very interested in adjusting a rack of helmets.

Max lowered his voice. “Why?”

Mourne tilted her helmet.

“In case we meet vampires.”

“You are a vampire.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re trusting me with these?”

For a moment, Mourne was silent.

Then she laughed.

It was not loud.

It was worse.

A quiet, dry laugh that slipped through the helmet like a knife pulled from a sheath.

The smith glanced over, then looked away very quickly.

Max felt heat rise in his face.

Mourne’s laughter faded.

“Seventeen-Six,” she said, “you would have no chance of hitting me with one.”

Max’s embarrassment became something sharper.

“Let alone killing me,” she added.

That did it.

His jaw tightened.

“I’ve improved.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not helpless.”

“No.”

“But?”

“But there are distances between helpless, dangerous, and capable of killing me. You have crossed the first. Do not mistake it for the last.”

Max looked at the stakes again.

Then he took them.

They were lighter than expected.

“That was meant to anger me,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“To see if you would refuse a useful tool because of pride.”

Max stared at her.

Mourne turned toward the door.

“You did not. Good.”

The smith coughed into his fist.

It sounded suspiciously like a laugh.

Max strapped the stakes inside his pack where they would not snap. The silver dagger went at his belt. The new halberd replaced the old one at his back.

Mourne paid with another black coin.

The smith looked deeply unhappy and deeply paid.

Outside, the afternoon had darkened with cloud.

Max moved stiffly in the cold iron plate. Every step reminded him he was wearing more metal than he had once owned in his entire life. People stared even more now. A Red Cloak vampire knight with skulls at her belt had been strange enough. A young partner-candidate in cold iron full plate carrying a cold iron halberd drew a different sort of attention.

Fear.

Curiosity.

Calculation.

Mourne led him away from the forge square and into narrower streets.

Velm changed as they walked.

The main streets were loud, wet, and crowded. Side streets were quieter. Alleys quieter still. The buildings leaned close enough overhead that strips of sky became thin and grey. Laundry hung from upper windows. Water dripped from broken gutters. The smell of river mud thickened.

Max adjusted the halberd as the alley narrowed.

Mourne did not slow.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“Market.”

“We just left one.”

“Another market.”

They turned twice more.

The alley became a dead end.

At least, it looked like one.

A brick wall blocked the way ahead, stained black with damp. Old crates sat to one side. A gutter leaked steadily into a drain clogged with leaves. A rusted lantern hung from an iron hook, unlit.

Mourne stopped before the drain.

Max looked around.

No door.

No sign.

No shop.

Mourne raised her clawed gauntlet and knocked on the ground.

Not the wall.

The ground.

Three slow taps against a square iron hatch Max had mistaken for part of the drain.

The sound rang hollow.

A pause.

Then something below knocked back.

Two taps.

Mourne answered with one.

The hatch shifted.

A slit opened.

One eye looked out.

Yellow.

Not human.

The eye moved from Mourne to Max.

A voice from below said, “No pilgrims.”

Mourne said, “No gods.”

The eye blinked.

Then the hatch opened inward.

A smell rose from below: damp stone, smoke, spice, old blood, wet fur, incense, and something sweet enough to be rot or perfume.

A ladder descended into darkness.

Max looked at Mourne.

She looked back.

“Down.”

“Of course.”

Climbing down in full plate was terrible.

The ladder was narrow. The armour scraped. The halberd caught twice. Max muttered under his breath and hoped nothing was waiting below with patience and a sense of humour.

Something was waiting below.

It had both.

At the bottom stood a creature barely taller than his waist, with yellow eyes, grey-green skin, long ears, and a mouth too wide for its face. Not a goblin. Or not quite. It wore a red waistcoat, black trousers, and polished boots. A ring of keys hung from its belt.

It looked Max over.

“Fresh iron,” it said.

Max stared.

The creature smiled, showing too many teeth.

Mourne dropped silently beside him.

“Vark,” she said.

“Mourne,” the creature replied. “Still terrifying. Still short.”

Mourne’s clawed hand flexed.

Vark bowed immediately. “Respectfully short.”

Max decided he had no idea what was happening.

Vark lifted the lantern from the wall and led them down a tunnel of wet brick.

The tunnel sloped lower.

Then lower still.

They passed under pipes, old arches, and stone channels where dark water ran. Once, something moved beneath the surface with a long pale back. Vark ignored it. Mourne ignored it. Max did his best to ignore it while keeping his halberd ready.

The tunnel opened suddenly.

Max stopped.

The space below Velm was enormous.

A cavern? A buried market hall? An old sewer chamber expanded into something impossible? Stone arches rose overhead, disappearing into smoke and lanternlight. Walkways crossed black canals. Stalls lined the walls. Lamps glowed red, blue, green, and gold. Fabric awnings hung from chains. Signs painted in dozens of symbols marked shops, bars, gambling dens, shrines, apothecaries, weapon sellers, and places Max could not name.

It was a market.

A hidden market beneath the city.

And it was full.

Not only humans.

That was the part that stopped him.

A minotaur with one broken horn stood at a stall buying apples, massive hands picking through fruit with surprising delicacy.

Three goblins argued with a human woman over a crate of copper wire.

A pale man with too-long fingers and black eyes drank from a steaming cup while sitting beside a dwarf in a blue coat.

A woman with scaled cheeks and gold pupils laughed at something said by a broad human butcher.

Two werewolves — or something close enough to make Max’s hand twitch toward the silver dagger — carried sacks of grain between stalls.

A child ran past with a rat-faced creature chasing after him, both laughing.

Humans moved among them.

Not screaming.

Not fighting.

Not running.

Buying. Selling. Drinking. Arguing. Living.

Together.

Max could not make it fit.

His monster lessons collided with the sight before him and broke apart.

Sapient.

Sentient.

Monster.

Enemy.

Threat.

Treaty.

Den.

Market.

Hale killing goblin young in a cave.

A goblin in a red waistcoat leading them past a stall selling candied nuts.

Max stood frozen at the edge of the market.

Mourne stopped beside him.

“Breathe,” she said.

He did.

The air tasted of smoke, spice, damp fur, blood, iron, beer, wet stone, and a hundred lives pressed together underground.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred in confusion.

So did Max.

“What is this?” he asked.

“The Underchain Market,” Vark said proudly. “Best illegal market under Velm. Third best if you count the floating one, but everyone there cheats.”

Max barely heard him.

His eyes moved from face to face, shape to shape.

A vampire? Maybe.

A goblin. Definitely.

Something with antlers and a veil.

A human priest drinking beside a woman whose shadow had horns.

Mourne’s voice came quietly through the helmet.

“Civilisation is not clean lines, Seventeen-Six.”

Max swallowed.

“But they’re monsters.”

Vark looked offended. “And you’re wearing enough cold iron to make a devil sneeze, but I’m not calling you rude things.”

Mourne said, “Some are monsters. Some are citizens. Some are criminals. Some are informants. Some are prey pretending to be predators. Some are predators obeying rules because the rules make feeding easier elsewhere.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“It makes a city.”

Max looked at her.

The red visor gave nothing away.

“We are not here to cleanse,” Mourne said. “We are here to buy.”

Max looked back at the market.

At humans and monsters living together beneath stone, smoke, and law he did not understand.

“What are we searching for?”

Mourne began walking.

“The profane.” she said

            

    
        The Profane

    
    
    
    
                The Underchain Market did not become easier to understand after the first few steps.

It became worse.

From the entrance tunnel, Max had thought the place was one vast chamber beneath Velm.

It was not.

It was a city under a city.

Stone walkways crossed black canals. Bridges of iron, bone, and old shipwood linked platforms built into the sides of ancient arches. Stalls hung from chains. Shops had been carved into walls that looked older than the city above. Smoke gathered in the high darkness and moved through hidden vents. Lanterns burned in colours Max did not trust.

Everywhere, things lived.

Humans. Goblins. Dwarves. Scaled folk. Furred folk. Horned folk. Things with too many joints. Things wrapped fully in cloth despite the heat. A woman with black feathers instead of hair sold paper charms from a folding table. Two grey-skinned children chased each other around a fountain where the water flowed upward. A one-eyed man in a priest’s robe argued with a werewolf over the price of salted fish.

Max kept one hand near his halberd.

The other remained close to the silver dagger.

The three vampire stakes sat inside his pack.

His cold iron armour made movement heavy, but in the Underchain it did something else too. It created space.

Creatures noticed it.

Some stepped aside before they noticed Mourne. Some hissed. One thin thing with antlers and a veil recoiled so hard it nearly knocked over a jar of blue insects. A goblin vendor spat on the ground after Max passed, then pretended he had not when Mourne’s red visor turned toward him.

Vark walked ahead with his lantern, red waistcoat bright against the damp stone.

“Fresh iron walks loud,” he said over his shoulder.

Max looked down at his armoured feet. “I’m trying not to.”

“Not ears loud. Market loud.” Vark tapped the side of his long nose. “Cold iron shouts at old blood, bad bargains, soft curses, little devils, big devils, things pretending not to be devils. Makes customers nervous.”

“Good,” Mourne said.

Vark grinned. “Good for hunters. Bad for business.”

“Your business survives nervous customers.”

“My business survives because my customers are nervous.”

Max decided he disliked how much sense that made.

They passed a stall selling masks.

Not festival masks.

At least, Max hoped not.

Faces hung from hooks in neat rows. Porcelain faces. Wooden faces. Leather faces. A silver face with no mouth. A child’s smiling face made from something too pale to be bone and too smooth to be wood.

Max stared too long.

The vendor, a woman with six fingers on each hand, lifted one mask toward him.

“First face free to handsome iron boy,” she called.

Mourne did not stop walking. “Do not accept.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were looking.”

“Looking isn’t accepting.”

“In some markets, it is.”

Max looked away immediately.

Vark laughed. “Mourne brings fun ones.”

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet flexed once.

Vark stopped laughing.

They moved deeper into Underchain.

The market changed with each turn. The outer lanes felt almost normal, if Max ignored the fact that a minotaur was buying apples and a goblin in a red waistcoat was their guide. The deeper passages were different. Narrower. Darker. The air grew heavier with incense and old water. Fewer humans walked there. More stalls had curtains. More guards wore masks.

Mourne did not browse.

She hunted.

That was the only word Max could think of.

Her helmet turned before Vark pointed. Her steps changed before the alley opened. Twice, she stopped without warning and looked at a stall until the merchant behind it found something urgent to do with their hands.

“What exactly are we buying?” Max asked.

“The profane,” Mourne said.

“You already said that.”

“And it remains true.”

Vark glanced back. “She means things that should not be sold, which means things that sell best.”

Max looked at Mourne. “We’re buying cursed items?”

“Possibly.”

“Demonic items?”

“Possibly.”

“Why?”

“To remove some from circulation. To learn from others. To feed your Skill controlled scraps before it reaches for a feast.”

Max’s mouth went dry.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred at the word feed.

Mourne’s visor turned toward him.

“Contain yourself.”

Max clenched his jaw. “I am.”

“Better.”

That was not praise.

Probably.

Vark led them across a narrow bridge over one of the black canals. Something pale drifted beneath the surface below. It had fingers, or roots, or both.

Max did not ask.

On the far side stood a shop built inside the remains of a collapsed aqueduct arch. A sign hung above it: a cracked helm painted in white on black wood.

The merchant was human, or close enough at first glance. Thin, elderly, with ink-stained fingers and eyes clouded by cataracts. He sat behind a table covered in broken armour pieces. Helms. Pauldrons. gauntlet plates. Greaves. Shields with holes through them. Most looked useless.

Mourne stopped.

The old merchant bowed without standing.

“Red Cloak,” he said. “Honoured terror. What shape of ruin today?”

“Helms.”

The merchant’s cloudy eyes moved toward Max. “For the boy?”

“For the candidate.”

“Ah.” He smiled, showing blackened teeth. “Candidate. Forgive me.”

Mourne did not respond.

The merchant began placing helms on the table.

An iron sallet with a dent deep enough to suggest the previous wearer had died badly.

A bronze skullcap covered in green corrosion.

A horned helm with one horn missing and dried something inside the rim.

A black visor cracked down the middle.

Mourne pointed to the last one.

“That.”

The merchant’s smile faded slightly.

“Broken.”

“Profane.”

“Barely.”

“Enough.”

Max looked at the helm.

It was ruined. Or nearly. The metal had once been bright steel, even enchanted, but age and violence had taken most of its dignity. One side of the faceplate was cracked open from brow to jaw. The left cheek guard was missing. The crown had been caved in and hammered back out badly. A faint pale line ran around the eye slit, barely visible unless the lantern hit it at the right angle.

Max felt it.

Not strongly.

Not like the sword relic. Not like the cloak. This was weaker. Faded. A remnant of function clinging to damaged metal.

“What does it do?” he asked.

The merchant looked offended. “It is a historical—”

Mourne turned her helmet toward him.

The merchant sighed. “Clear Vision. First degree, I think. Maybe higher once, but no longer. Lets a man see through his own helmet without feeling like his face is trapped in a cellar. Very useful. Very damaged. Very reasonably priced.”

“How did it break?” Max asked.

The merchant shrugged. “A mace, by the look.”

“Did the person wearing it survive?”

The merchant smiled. “Would it cost more or less if I said yes?”

Mourne placed a coin on the table.

Not black this time.

Silver, but stamped with something Max did not recognise.

The merchant covered it quickly.

“Sold.”

Vark lifted the cracked helm and tucked it into a canvas bag.

Max stared at it as they walked away.

“Why that?” he asked.

“You dislike seeing through your helm,” Mourne said.

Max blinked.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You moved like a blind man when you lowered it.”

“I could still see.”

“Poorly.”

“That obvious?”

“Yes.”

Of course.

The second shop was lower down, near the canal edge.

Its sign was a single iron boot.

The merchant was a scaled woman with blue-black skin, gold eyes, and a heavy tail coiled beneath her chair. She wore a jeweller’s lens over one eye and filed her claws while three floating lamps drifted around her stall.

“Greaves,” Mourne said.

The woman looked at Max’s cold iron armour and made a face.

“Ugly metal.”

“Useful metal.”

“Useful things are often ugly.” Her eyes flicked to Vark. “No offence.”

Vark placed a hand over his chest in a sarcastic manner. “Crushing criticism from one so beautiful.”

The scaled merchant opened a chest with her tail and drew out several pieces of leg armour.

A pair of rusted shin guards.

One blackened knee plate.

A single left greave made from dull grey metal, badly scratched but intact.

Mourne pointed.

“That.”

Max looked at it. “Just one?”

The scaled woman smiled. “Lost its partner. Many things do.”

The greave was plain, but its presence felt different from the helm. Grounded. Like a foot planted properly on wet stone. Like movement held inside restraint. There were two faint bands around the ankle, etched with worn lines.

Max focused.

The cold iron around him still pushed faintly against his Skill, but his absorbed effects had settled into his armour now. Durability? No, not yet. That was something else waiting ahead. His current Durability II hummed through the plate, strengthening connections, testing straps.

The greave on the table called quietly.

Not hunger.

Potential.

“What does it do?” Max asked.

The scaled woman’s gold eyes narrowed. “Careful boy. Asking too clearly makes merchants honest.”

Mourne said, “Answer.”

The woman clicked her tongue. “Steady Stance. First degree. Fleet of Foot. First degree. Old battlefield piece. Useful for one who falls over often.”

Max felt personally attacked.

Mourne looked at him.

He looked away.

The scaled woman continued. “Steady Stance helps the wearer keep footing. Fleet of Foot makes movement a little lighter, a little quicker, a little less like a drunk ox in armour.”

Vark nodded solemnly. “Fresh iron needs both.”

Max glared at him.

Vark grinned.

Mourne paid.

The scaled woman accepted the coin, then looked at Max again.

“Do not wear it.”

Max frowned. “Why?”

“Because one greave with movement magic and one without teaches your legs to argue.”

Mourne took the greave. “He will not wear it.”

The woman’s gold eyes shifted to Mourne.

Then to Max.

Then she understood.

“Ah,” she said softly. 

Max disliked that too.

The third merchant occupied a stall behind hanging chains. Gauntlets hung from them like severed hands, swaying gently in a breeze Max could not feel.

The merchant was a dwarf with a braided white beard, no eyebrows, and arms so heavily muscled he looked like he had been built by someone who thought shoulders were a religious requirement. His stall smelled of oil, leather, and hot iron.

He looked at Mourne.

Then at Max.

Then at the cold iron plate.

“Gauntlets,” he said before Mourne spoke.

“Yes.”

“Pair or singular?”

“Pair.”

The dwarf grunted approvingly. “Good.”

He pulled a pair from beneath the table.

Max felt them before he saw them properly.

Dark metal. Heavy. Scarred. Not elegant. Not beautiful. Brutal things. The knuckles were reinforced with overlapping plates, each plate scratched by use. The fingers were thick, made for holding weapons rather than delicate work. The wrist guards were dented, but the structure beneath remained stubbornly whole.

Durability.

Stronger than his own.

Much stronger.

It pressed against his awareness like a locked gate.

Mourne’s helmet tilted slightly.

The dwarf set them down.

“Old siege gauntlets,” he said. “Not cursed. Not blessed. Not pretty. Hard to break, harder to take from the wearer. Durability Fifth. Iron Grip Second.”

Max’s attention sharpened.

“Durability Fifth?”

The dwarf gave him a flat look. “You hear badly or you daft lad?”

Max ignored that.

His current Durability was only second degree. Durability II. It had come from the sword relic and helped keep his gear from breaking. Durability V sounded like a wall compared to a fence.

Mourne asked, “Proven?”

The dwarf pulled a hammer from beneath the counter.

Without warning, he smashed it into one gauntlet.

The sound rang through the chains.

Several nearby shoppers flinched.

The gauntlet did not dent.

The dwarf looked satisfied. “Proven enough.”

“Iron Grip?” Max asked.

The dwarf picked up a short iron rod and placed it in the gauntlet’s palm. Then he closed the fingers around it.

They locked with a soft click.

Not mechanical.

Magical.

The dwarf pulled.

The rod did not move.

He braced one boot against the counter and pulled harder.

Still nothing.

Then he touched a worn mark inside the wrist.

The gauntlet released.

“Iron Grip Second,” he said. “Helps keep hold of weapons, reins, ropes, ladders, throats, whatever a person does with hands. Does not make you strong. Makes letting go harder when you don’t want to.”

Mourne looked at Max.

He understood immediately.

Garron’s Stone Grip had nearly torn the halberd from his hands in their duel. In the goblin den, blood and panic had made grips uncertain. Against monsters, losing a weapon meant dying with empty hands.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred toward the gauntlets.

Not greedily.

Hungrily enough.

Mourne paid.

The dwarf looked at the coin, bit it, then nodded.

“Good purchase.”

Vark took the gauntlets and added them to the bag with the helm and greave.

Max looked at the bag.

Three items.

A broken helm.

A single greave.

A pair of gauntlets.

All damaged, incomplete, or discarded.

Perfect food for Absorption.

The thought made his stomach twist.

Mourne noticed.

“Later,” she said.

Max swallowed. “Yes, Knight.”

They moved deeper still.

The Underchain Market grew quieter.

Here, the colourful lanterns became fewer. Red lamps replaced them. The stalls were set farther apart. Guards watched from doorways. Some wore masks. Some did not have faces worth masking. The canal water was darker here, thicker, moving slowly beneath the bridges.

Vark stopped before a tent.

It should not have fit underground.

That was Max’s first thought.

The tent rose between two stone pillars, black cloth stretched high and tight, its peak disappearing into shadow. No ropes held it. No poles showed. The fabric moved slightly despite the lack of wind.

Symbols had been painted across the entrance flap in something that was not quite red and not quite dry.

Max’s cold iron armour felt heavier.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet flexed.

Vark did not step closer.

“I wait here,” he said.

Mourne looked at him.

Vark smiled too wide. “I am brave in many profitable ways. Not this one.”

Mourne said nothing, then lifted the tent flap.

The smell inside made Max’s eyes water.

Old parchment. Dust. Bitter incense. Dried blood. Sweet rot. Candle wax. Rain on graves.

A merchant sat within.

At first, Max saw only robes.

Dark layers. Heavy cloth. A hood. Long sleeves folded over thin hands. The merchant’s face was hidden behind a smooth copper mask with no expression. Two narrow eye slits showed darkness behind.

Shelves lined the tent walls.

Books. Boxes. Jars. Bones. Wrapped bundles. Small statues turned backward. A mirror covered in black cloth. A silver birdcage with nothing inside, though something scraped at the bars.

Mourne entered without hesitation.

Max followed, slower.

The tent seemed larger inside than outside.

He decided not to think about that.

“Knight Mourne,” the merchant said.

The voice was soft and dry.

Not male. Not female. Not young. Not old.

“Merrit,” Mourne said.

Max wondered whether that was a name or a warning.

The copper mask turned toward him.

“And a new shadow.”

“Partner-candidate.”

“Ah.” The merchant’s head tilted. “Congratulations or condolences?”

“Business.”

“Of course.”

Merrit lifted one robed hand.

A black wooden box on the table opened by itself.

Max’s cold iron armour seemed to tighten around him.

Inside the box lay a book.

It was small enough to fit in one hand. Bound in dark leather that might not have come from an animal. The cover bore no title. Only a pressed symbol: a circle split by seven downward lines. The edges of the pages were black, as if burned, but the book itself was untouched.

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs reacted.

Hard.

Not reaching.

Recoiling and wanting at once.

Hunger recognised hunger.

Mourne stepped closer to the table.

“Demonic?” she asked.

“Touched,” Merrit said. “Perhaps more. It dislikes priests, mirrors, and lullabies. It was wrapped in lead and prayer-cloth when it arrived.”

“From where?”

“Procured from a noble.”

Mourne went very still.

Even the tent seemed to notice.

“What noble family sold the book?”

Merrit’s copper mask did not move.

“The seller preferred discretion.”

Mourne’s voice remained quiet. “I did not ask what the seller preferred.”

The air changed.

Max felt it in his armour.

In his teeth.

In the cold iron halberd at his back.

Mourne was small. Helmeted. Still. One hand at her side, the other clawed.

The merchant did not move either.

But the shelves seemed to lean away from her.

Merrit folded both hands.

“Names cost more than objects.”

Mourne placed a black coin on the table.

The same kind she had used at the smith.

Merrit did not touch it.

“More,” the merchant said.

Mourne placed a second black coin beside the first.

The book shifted in its box.

The pages fluttered though no wind moved.

Max’s fingers twitched.

Mourne snapped one word.

“Still.”

Max froze.

For a horrible moment, he thought she meant him.

Then the book stopped moving.

Merrit’s copper mask turned slightly toward Max.

“Interesting.”

Mourne’s clawed hand touched the edge of the table.

The wood creaked.

Merrit turned back.

“House Valcrist,” the merchant said.

Mourne did not speak.

Max tried to remember if he had heard the name in Pellam’s lessons. Valcrist. Noble house. Empire? Free Cities? Warlands? Nothing came clearly.

Merrit continued. “Minor branch. Velm residence. Old money. New debts. The one who brought it wore mourning black and a signet with a cracked tower.”

Mourne’s red visor did not shift.

“Who?”

The merchant’s hands folded tighter.

“A woman. Young. Human. Afraid of the book. More afraid of being seen with it.”

“Name.”

“That was not included in the price.”

Mourne placed a third black coin on the table.

Max stared.

Whatever those coins were, they were not ordinary currency. Three of them felt like watching someone throw keys into a river.

Merrit touched the third coin with one long fingernail.

“Lady Seraphine Valcrist.”

The book shivered.

A whisper moved through the tent.

Not words.

Almost words.

Max’s hunger opened before he could stop it.

The book called.

Not like a relic.

Like an absence shaped into pages.

His Skill reached—

Cold iron bit back.

The armour resisted.

The halberd resisted.

The metal around him rejected the reaching with a sensation like slamming his hand against a wall.

Max gasped.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet closed around his gorget and yanked him backward with terrifying ease.

He hit one of the tent supports.

Or what should have been a support.

It felt like bone.

“Do not,” she said.

The words were quiet.

They were worse than shouting.

Max’s chest heaved.

“I didn’t mean—”

“I know.”

The fact that she believed him did not make it better.

Merrit watched.

“Very interesting.”

Mourne’s visor turned.

“Continue finding him interesting and I will remove your ability to do so.”

The copper mask dipped.

“Apologies.”

Mourne released Max.

His cold iron gorget creaked slightly where her claws had gripped it.

She turned back to the book.

“I buy the book and the name.”

“Then the book and name are yours.”

Merrit closed the black box.

The pressure in the tent lessened.

Not vanished.

Lessened.

Mourne picked up the box.

She did not give it to Max.

He was grateful.

They left the tent without another word.

Outside, Vark stood exactly where they had left him, pretending not to listen.

“How was dear Merrit?” he asked.

Mourne walked past. “Alive.”

“Always an achievement.”

Max followed, still breathing too hard.

The Underchain noise returned around him. It felt almost comforting after the tent.

Almost.

Mourne did not stop until they reached a quieter alcove off the main market, half-hidden behind hanging carpets and stacked crates. A narrow channel of black water ran along one side. Above them, pipes dripped steadily into a rusted grate.

Vark set down the canvas bag.

“Here?” he asked.

“Here.”

“I am not staying for this.”

Mourne looked at him.

Vark held up both hands. “Respectfully. Fresh iron eating old things is not a spectator sport unless someone is paying.”

Mourne tossed him a coin.

Not black.

Gold.

Vark caught it, bit it, bowed, and vanished between two curtains.

Max stared after him.

“He’s leaving us alone?”

“No.”

Max looked around.

He saw no one.

Mourne said, “He is leaving us watched from a distance.”

That seemed more likely.

She placed the black box containing the book on a stone ledge behind her.

Far from Max.

Then she opened the canvas bag.

The cracked helm came out first.

Then the gauntlets.

Then the single greave.

Max’s hunger stirred.

This time, Mourne allowed it.

“These are controlled remnants,” she said. “Weak enough to consume. Useful enough to matter. Not alive. Not recently dead. Not mind, soul, blood, or memory. Not binding you.”

Max recited the rules inwardly.

Nothing living or recently dead unless ordered.

Nothing from a mind, soul, body, blood, or memory unless ordered.

Nothing that binds me.

He looked at the black box.

“What about the book?”

“No.”

“I wasn’t going to ask.”

“You were.”

He was.

Mourne crouched before the items.

“You will absorb these. Begin with the helm.”

Max removed his cold iron helmet first.

The air felt too open without it.

He knelt in the alcove and took the cracked helm in both hands.

The metal was cold, but not like cold iron. It had old enchantment in it, thin and damaged, clinging to broken function. Clear Vision. The merchant had said first degree.

Max closed his eyes.

Absorption opened.

The helm resisted weakly, like a tired man lifting one hand against rain.

He reached for the remaining effect.

Vision through enclosure.

Sight without obstruction.

The world beyond narrow slits.

The sense of a battlefield seen clearly despite metal around the face.

It came free with a sound like glass cracking underwater.

The broken helm crumbled in his hands.

Not to dust entirely. Larger flakes fell first, then grey powder, then a pale line of light that vanished into his chest.

Blue System text unfolded across his vision.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Clear Vision I

Effect: Improves visual clarity while looking through helmets, visors, armour slits, and enclosed face protection.



Max opened his eyes.

The message faded.

Mourne held up his cold iron helmet.

“Put it on.”

He did.

The world narrowed.

Then widened.

Max froze.

The eye slit remained the same size, but his sight through it sharpened. The edges blurred less. The dark interior of the helm no longer distracted him. He could see Mourne, the crates, the hanging carpets, the channel water, all with far less obstruction than before.

“It works,” he said.

Mourne nodded once. “Gauntlets.”

Max removed his own cold iron gauntlets and set them beside his knees. Then he took the siege gauntlets.

They were heavier than they looked.

The moment he touched them, Durability II inside him reacted.

The new effect was stronger.

Much stronger.

Durability V pressed against his current effect like a larger flame consuming a smaller one. Not hostile. Not exactly. But there was no room for both.

Max looked up. “Something’s different.”

“Replacement,” Mourne said.

“You knew?”

“I suspected.”

Of course.

Max focused.

Absorption opened.

The gauntlets resisted more than the helm. Their effects were intact, deeply forged, stubborn. Durability V did not want to move. It had survived siege blows, hammer strikes, perhaps battlefield magic. It was made to endure.

Max pulled.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs widened.

Durability II stirred inside him, then bent.

The stronger effect came loose from the gauntlets with a deep, grinding sensation, like a gate being dragged open after years of rust.

It entered him hard.

His armour hummed.

Not just the gauntlets.

All of it.

Cold iron plate. Straps. Buckles. Halberd socket. Dagger sheath. Every piece of equipped gear seemed to settle into a stronger shape.

The System appeared.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Durability V

Effect: Greatly increases the durability of equipped gear.



A second line appeared beneath it.



RELIC EFFECT REPLACED

Durability II has been replaced by Durability V



Max exhaled.

The gauntlets had not crumbled yet.

Iron Grip remained.

He reached again.

This effect was tighter, wrapped around fingers and palms and wrists. Hold. Retain. Refuse loss. Weapon, rope, throat, shield rim, ledge.

Grasp I inside him shifted uneasily.

Not replaced.

Different enough to remain.

Iron Grip II came free with a metallic snap.

The siege gauntlets collapsed inward, fingers curling into themselves before breaking apart into flakes of dark iron.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Iron Grip II

Effect: Improves the user’s ability to retain held weapons and objects under force, impact, or attempted disarmament.



Max flexed his hands.

His own gauntlets suddenly felt more secure when he put them back on. The cold iron fingers closed around air, and the motion carried a new certainty. Grasp I and Iron Grip II overlapped, not identical, one controlling deliberate hold, the other refusing forced loss.

Mourne watched.

“Your weapon.”

Max picked up the cold iron halberd.

The shaft settled into his grip like it had been waiting there.

He tightened his hands.

Something in the connection changed.

Not strength.

Refusal.

If Garron tried to tear this from him now, Max thought, he would still be stronger.

But the weapon would not leave easily.

“Good,” Mourne said.

Max looked at her.

A single word again.

He hated how much those still mattered.

Mourne picked up the greave.

“Last.”

The single greave felt quieter than the gauntlets. More subtle. Footing and movement, not endurance. Max set one hand on the metal and one on the stone floor to steady himself.

Absorption opened.

Steady Stance came first.

Ground.

Balance.

Weight placed correctly.

The body remembering where down was even when shoved, struck, or standing in mud.

It slid into him like a boot finding solid earth.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Steady Stance I

Effect: Slightly improves balance, footing, and resistance to being knocked off stance.



Fleet of Foot came next.

Not speed exactly.

Lightness.

The moment before the foot touched ground. The small correction that made movement smoother. The difference between armour as burden and armour as rhythm.

Max pulled it free.

The greave cracked in half, then fell apart into dust and thin curls of metal.



RELIC EFFECT ABSORBED

Fleet of Foot I

Effect: Slightly improves footwork speed, movement recovery, and ease of motion while travelling or fighting.



The System faded.

Max stayed kneeling.

For a moment, the Underchain Market seemed distant. The shouts, the canal water, the strange music somewhere nearby, Vark’s unseen watchers, Mourne’s silent presence — all of it blurred behind the sensation of new effects settling into him.

His armour felt different.

Not lighter.

Not exactly.

More cooperative.

The cold iron still resisted him at its core. That rejection remained, dense and stubborn. But Durability V wrapped around it now, reinforcing. Clear Vision sharpened the world through his helm. Iron Grip settled in his hands. Steady Stance spread down through his legs. Fleet of Foot made the first shift of weight smoother when he stood.

He rose.

The movement was easier than before.

Only slightly.

But slight mattered.

Mourne handed him the cold iron halberd.

He took it.

The weapon stayed.

That was the first thought.

It stayed like something that had agreed to be held.

Mourne looked him over.

“Menu.”

Max opened it.

Blue light unfolded.



Name: Max
Age: 16
Innate Skill: Absorption
Innate Skill Level: 6

Abilities:
Absorb Relic I
Absorb Emotion I

Relic Effects:
Sharpness III
Durability V
Freezing Cut II
Veil II
Soft Step I
Anchor II
Grasp I
Clear Vision I
Iron Grip II
Steady Stance I
Fleet of Foot I

Skills: None

Status: Bound — Red Order Contract**



Max read it twice.

Durability II was gone.

Durability V sat in its place.

The list looked longer again.

He should have felt proud.

He did, a little.

That worried him.

Mourne said, “Report.”

Max repeated the changes aloud.

Every line.

She listened without interruption.

When he finished, she nodded.

“Acceptable.”

Max closed the menu.

His eyes drifted to the black box on the stone ledge.

The book inside seemed silent now.

Too silent.

“What happens to that?”

Mourne picked up the box.

“We learn who wanted it gone. Then why.”

“Lady Seraphine Valcrist.”

“Yes.”

“A noble sold a demonic book into an illegal monster market.”

“Possibly.”

“Possibly?”

“A noble’s name was sold to us. Whether the noble sold the book, sent the book, lost the book, planted the book, or is already dead remains unknown.”

Max stared at her.

“That is a lot of unknown.”

“Yes.”

“How do we find out?”

Mourne tucked the box beneath one arm.

“We ask politely.”

Max looked at her clawed gauntlet.

Then at the three skulls chained to her belt.

“Do you know how?”

Mourne began walking back toward the market lights.

“No.”

Max followed, cold iron armour moving just a little more easily than before.

Behind them, in the alcove, the dust of three broken relics scattered into the damp stone.

Ahead, the Underchain Market roared and whispered beneath Velm.

Humans and monsters bought, sold, bargained, lied, laughed, watched, and waited.

And somewhere above them, in the city of crossed keys, House Valcrist had a book-shaped wound to explain.

            

    
        House Valcrist

    
    
    
    
                Vark led them back through the wet brick tunnels, still carrying his lantern and still walking as if nothing beneath Velm could touch him without first making an appointment. Behind them, the Underchain roared on. Humans haggled with goblins. Werewolves carried sacks through crowds. Something with wings laughed from a balcony of rusted iron. A scaled woman sang in a language that made the canal water ripple.

Max kept glancing back.

He could not help it.

The market did not make sense. Not to what Blackhold had taught him. Not to what the goblin den had taught him. Not to the part of him that remembered Hale stepping into a nest hollow with a spear and coming out silent.

Monsters could be enemies.

Monsters could be citizens.

Monsters could sell apples.

People could be worse than monsters.

The categories were useful until they broke.

Mourne had said that often enough.

Now Max understood why she looked amused every time she said it.

The ladder back to the alley was worse in armour than it had been going down. His new relic effects helped, but not enough to make it graceful. Clear Vision made the darkness through his helm less frustrating. Iron Grip kept his hold strong on the slick rungs. Steady Stance helped when his boot slipped once near the top and his weight lurched sideways.

Without it, he might have fallen.

With it, he only slammed one shoulder into the hatch frame and swore under his breath.

Vark looked up from below. “Fresh iron climbs like drunk furniture.”

Max glared down through the hatch.

Vark smiled with too many teeth and pulled it shut.

The alley above felt almost clean after the Underchain.

Almost.

Rainwater dripped from the gutters. The brick wall remained damp and blank. Somewhere nearby, a woman shouted at someone about rotten onions. A cart rattled past at the mouth of the lane. Velm’s ordinary noise pressed in again: wheels, hooves, bells, people, trade.

Mourne stood beside the hatch, the black box tucked beneath one arm.

The demonic book inside was silent.

Too silent.

Max could still feel it faintly. Not as a voice. Not as a pull. More like knowing there was a deep hole nearby even with his back turned.

“Are we going to open it?” he asked.

“No.”

“Good.”

Mourne’s red visor turned toward him.

“You are learning.”

“I think I’m mostly becoming afraid of more specific things.”

“That is learning.”

She started walking.

Max followed.

The new armour moved better now. Durability V held the plates together with unnatural certainty. Fleet of Foot made each step slightly less heavy. Steady Stance kept him from shifting awkwardly when the cobbles were slick. The cold iron still resisted him at its core, but his absorbed effects had settled over it like a second skin.

Not comfortable.

Useful.

Velm rose around them in layers.

The lower streets near the river were wet, loud, and cramped. Houses leaned over canals. Rope bridges sagged between balconies. Laundry hung like tired banners from windows. Street vendors sold hot fish, fried dough, watered beer, boiled roots, charms against thieves, charms against love, and charms against “unwanted relatives,” which Max suspected meant demons in at least one case.

Mourne ignored all of it.

The black box drew more than one glance.

Or perhaps Mourne did.

Or Max did.

It was difficult to tell.

Their presence changed the street.

People moved aside before they reached them. Conversations dipped. Children stared until adults pulled them back. A pair of city watchmen in blue cloaks saw the red cloak, saw the skulls, saw the cold iron halberd in Max’s hand, and suddenly found a doorway across the street very interesting.

“Are they afraid of us?” Max asked.

“Yes.”

“Because of you?”

“Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“You are wearing enough cold iron to make every hidden thing in this street wonder who you have come to offend.”

Max looked around.

The street looked ordinary.

Too ordinary now.

He shifted his grip on the halberd.

Mourne said, “Do not become theatrical.”

“I’m not.”

“You adjusted your weapon because you imagined enemies in windows.”

“There might be enemies in windows.”

They crossed a canal by a stone bridge guarded by two statues of women holding keys. The statues had blindfolds carved over their eyes. Someone had tied blue ribbons around their wrists. Offerings lay at their feet: coins, flowers, bits of bread, a broken lock, a child’s wooden boat.

Beyond the bridge, the city changed.

The streets widened.

The buildings straightened.

Stone replaced timber. Iron railings appeared. Windows grew taller, cleaner, and less friendly. The smell of fish and river mud thinned beneath perfume, wet roses, horse leather, and old money.

Max looked up.

At the top of the hill, beyond another wall, stood the noble district.

Its gate was not as large as the city gate, but it looked more expensive. White stone pillars flanked the entrance, carved with crossed keys and curling vines. Blue-cloaked guards stood beneath an iron arch. Their armour was polished. Their boots matched. Their spears had silver caps.

The poor side of Velm had guards who looked ready to stop a fight.

The noble side had guards who shone with the gleam of polished metal.

They noticed Mourne from halfway down the street.

The captain stiffened.

By the time Mourne reached the gate, six guards stood ready. Not blocking the way exactly. Not foolish enough for that. But arranged so that anyone watching could pretend they were guarding the district rather than trying not to panic.

“Red Cloak,” the captain said.

He was young. Too young to hide fear properly. His eyes kept flicking from Mourne’s red visor to the skulls at her belt.

“Captain,” Mourne said.

“Business in the High Ring?”

“Hunt.”

The word worked here too.

Not the same way.

At the western gate, it had frightened the captain because public danger might follow. Here, it frightened the guards because public danger had arrived wearing a title.

The captain swallowed. “Has a writ been filed with the High Magistrate?”

“No.”

“Then I must ask—”

Mourne stepped closer.

Not much.

One pace.

The captain stopped speaking.

Max watched his hand tighten around his halberd shaft.

Mourne’s voice remained calm. “Must you?”

The captain’s eyes dropped to the black box under her arm.

Then to Max.

Then to the cold iron halberd.

He made a decision.

“No, Knight.”

“Good.”

He stepped aside.

The other guards did the same, some faster than others.

Max followed Mourne through the gate.

As he passed the captain, he heard the man exhale.

Inside the High Ring, Velm became quiet.

Not peaceful.

Quiet in the way a knife in a drawer was quiet.

Broad avenues curved between walled manors and private gardens. Lanterns hung from iron posts shaped like keys. Rainwater ran through carved channels along the street edges. Servants in clean livery moved quickly with their heads bowed. Carriages rolled past with curtains drawn.

Every house had gates.

Every gate had a crest.

Every crest looked like a warning disguised as decoration.

House Valcrist stood near the eastern side of the district, where the hill overlooked the river and the lower city beyond. Its outer wall was dark grey stone veined with white. The gate bore the image of a cracked tower wrapped in ivy.

Max noticed the crack first.

The same thing Merrit had described.

A cracked tower signet.

Two guards stood outside the gate in black-and-silver livery. Both straightened as Mourne approached. One reached for the bell-pull beside the gate before she even stopped.

“Knight,” he said.

Mourne looked at the crest.

“House Valcrist.”

“Yes, Knight.”

“Open.”

The guard hesitated.

Only slightly.

Mourne’s helmet turned toward him.

He opened the gate.

The manor beyond was older than the houses around it. Max saw that immediately. Not richer, perhaps, but older. The stone had darkened with time. Its roof was steep and black. Narrow windows watched from the upper floors. Ivy crawled along one side of the building, bare in winter, clinging like dried veins.

A fountain stood in the front court, its water frozen around the edges.

The statue at its centre showed a woman holding a tower in one hand and a key in the other. Her face had worn away.

Mourne walked toward the door without waiting to be announced.

Max followed, boots loud on the wet stone.

The manor door opened before they reached it.

A butler stood inside.

Tall. Thin. Grey hair combed perfectly back. Black coat. White gloves. Expression so controlled it barely counted as a face.

His eyes moved over Mourne.

Then Max.

They lingered on Max’s cold iron armour just long enough to prove he knew what it meant.

“Knight Mourne,” the butler said.

Mourne stopped at the threshold.

“You know me.”

“House Valcrist makes a habit of knowing which storms approach its roof.”

Max looked at him.

The butler did not look away.

Interesting.

Dangerous, maybe.

Mourne said, “Lady Seraphine Valcrist.”

The butler’s expression did not change.

But his fingers did.

Only one hand. Only slightly. The white glove tightened around itself near his side.

Max noticed.

So did Mourne.

“Is Lady Seraphine expecting you?” the butler asked.

“No.”

“Then I regret to inform you that she is indisposed.”

Mourne said nothing.

The silence became uncomfortable very quickly.

The butler endured it better than most.

“Inform her that Knight Vaelith Mourne of the Red Order requests an audience,” Mourne said.

“Requests, Knight?”

The word was brave.

Or stupid.

Mourne’s red visor fixed on him.

“Today, yes.”

The butler bowed.

“Please wait in the receiving room.”

He stepped aside.

Max followed Mourne into House Valcrist.

The entry hall was high, cold, and polished. Black-and-white tiles covered the floor. Portraits lined the walls: men and women with pale faces, dark clothing, and eyes that seemed to disapprove of the present. A chandelier of silver and blue glass hung overhead. The air smelled of beeswax, old paper, lilies, and something beneath that Max could not place.

Something dry.

Something shut away too long.

His hollow hunger stirred.

Not toward the house.

Toward something inside it.

He stopped.

Mourne’s helmet turned slightly.

Max looked around the hall.

Nothing moved.

The butler watched them with his hands folded.

Max lowered his voice. “Knight.”

Mourne did not turn fully. “Speak.”

“I feel something.”

The butler’s eyes flicked to him.

There.

Too quick.

Too sharp.

Mourne noticed.

“What kind?” she asked.

Max tried to focus without reaching.

That was harder than it should have been.

The house had too much in it. Old grief. Old money. Old blood, maybe. Relic traces in frames and jewellery. Wards hidden in thresholds. Oaths soaked into stone. He could feel the black box beneath Mourne’s arm like a covered wound.

But beyond that—

“There’s a lack,” Max said quietly. “No. A covered place. Like something missing but shaped.”

Mourne said nothing.

The butler’s face remained perfect.

His pulse, visible at the side of his throat, did not.

Mourne looked at him. “Receiving room.”

“Of course, Knight.”

He led them down a corridor lined with more portraits.

Max kept feeling watched.

That was probably because he was. Every painted eye seemed to follow them. One portrait showed a stern man with a cracked tower pin at his throat. Another showed a woman with silver hair and a black rose in one hand. Another, much newer, showed a young woman in mourning black.

Max slowed.

The woman in the painting had pale skin, dark hair, and sad eyes.

“She,” he said.

The butler stopped.

Mourne turned.

Max nodded toward the portrait. “Lady Seraphine?”

The butler answered before Mourne could. “Yes.”

“Recent painting.”

“Three years old.”

Max studied the painted face.

Afraid, Merrit had said.

Young. Human. Mourning black.

The painting wore mourning black.

Mourne said, “Where is she?”

“As I said, indisposed.”

“Where?”

The butler’s polite mask thinned.

“In her rooms, Knight.”

“Then she can be brought.”

“I will inform the house.”

He led them into the receiving room and left.

The door closed behind him with a soft click.

The receiving room was large, elegant, and hostile.

A fire burned low in a marble hearth. Two blue chairs sat beside it. A table held a silver tea service no one had touched. Heavy curtains covered tall windows overlooking the frozen fountain. A glass cabinet displayed porcelain figures, most of them cracked and mended with gold. Bookshelves lined one wall, their volumes arranged by size and colour rather than use.

Max stood near the door.

Mourne stood in the centre of the room.

She did not sit.

Neither did Max.

The black box remained under her arm.

“You felt something,” Mourne said.

Max nodded.

“What does it feel like now?”

He closed his eyes.

Careful.

Not reaching.

Not taking.

Just sensing.

The house pressed around him. Wards in the corners. A thin defensive charm on the door. Something old in the family crest above the fireplace. Something bitter in the lilies. A trace of the book on Mourne. Another trace somewhere above.

“There,” he said.

“Where?”

“Upstairs. Maybe east side. It feels like the book but weaker. Or older. Or covered.”

Mourne was silent for several seconds.

Then she said, “Good.”

Max opened his eyes.

“You believe me?”

“Yes.”

The door opened.

Not the butler.

A man entered.

He was perhaps fifty, perhaps older. Tall, thin, and dressed in black trimmed with silver. His hair was dark but streaked with white at the temples. His face was handsome in a sharp, unpleasant way, with deep-set eyes and a mouth that looked practised at smiling without meaning it.

He wore a signet ring on one hand.

A cracked tower.

The head of House Valcrist.

Two house guards entered behind him, both armed with short swords and wearing black-and-silver livery. They stopped by the door.

The noble did not look at Max first.

That was how Max knew he was used to power.

He looked at Mourne.

“Knight Mourne,” he said. “An unexpected honour.”

Mourne’s red visor rested on him.

“Lord Valcrist.”

The man smiled faintly. “Lord Adrian Valcrist, if precision matters.”

Max disliked him immediately.

Not because he was noble. Though that helped.

Because the feeling from him was wrong.

Not demonic, maybe. Not like the book. Not like the hunger in the Underchain tent. More subtle. Covered. Controlled. Like a perfume poured over old rot.

Max’s Skill stirred.

Dislike.

Recognition.

He did not reach.

Lord Valcrist’s eyes finally moved to him.

“Your companion is heavily armed for a receiving room.”

“My companion is heavily armed everywhere,” Mourne said.

“How reassuring.”

“Not for everyone.”

The smile remained on Valcrist’s face, but it changed shape.

He gestured toward the chairs.

“Please. Sit. Tea can be brought. Or wine, though I suspect Red Cloaks prefer harsher comforts.”

“No.”

“To tea or wine?”

“To delay.”

Lord Valcrist lowered his hand.

The two guards near the door shifted.

Max shifted too.

Quietly.

Steady Stance settled through his legs.

Iron Grip whispered in his hands around the halberd.

The room noticed.

Mourne did not look back at him.

She did not need to.

“We came for Lady Seraphine Valcrist,” Mourne said.

Lord Valcrist sighed softly.

“My niece is unwell.”

“Niece?”

“Yes.”

Max noted that.

Not daughter.

Niece.

“She is indisposed,” Valcrist continued. “Grief has not treated her kindly.”

“Mourning black suits the grieving,” Mourne said. “Selling demonic books does not.”

For the first time, Lord Valcrist’s smile vanished.

Only for a heartbeat.

Then it returned colder.

“I beg your pardon?”

“No.”

The word cut through the room.

Valcrist stared at her.

Mourne’s voice remained flat. “I dislike repeated lies. Use better ones.”

The fire crackled.

Max felt the house seem to tighten around them.

Valcrist clasped his hands behind his back.

“I must assume there has been some misunderstanding. House Valcrist does not traffic in demonic objects.”

Max felt the wrongness move.

Not in the house.

In the man.

The words did not fit him.

Lie.

Not by contract. Not by magic. Just instinct and the way Absorption felt the hollowness between speech and shape.

Max looked at Mourne.

“He’s lying.”

The room went still.

One guard’s hand moved to his sword.

Mourne raised one clawed finger without looking at him.

The guard stopped.

Lord Valcrist’s eyes shifted to Max.

For the first time, the noble truly looked at him.

Not at armour.

Not at weapon.

At him.

“And what are you, boy?”

Max felt the insult try to land.

It did, but weaker than it might have weeks ago.

“Partner-candidate,” he said.

Valcrist’s smile sharpened. “How impressive. They give titles to children now.”

Mourne moved.

Not far.

Not fast.

One step.

The room changed.

The guards stiffened. Valcrist’s mouth closed. Max felt pressure gather in the air, like the moment before a storm broke.

“You will address him as Seventeen-Six,” Mourne said.

Max blinked.

That was not better.

But from her mouth, strangely, it sounded like protection.

Lord Valcrist dipped his head.

“My apologies. Seventeen-Six, then. What makes you think I am lying?”

Max did not answer immediately.

He looked at Mourne.

She gave no sign.

So he answered honestly.

“You feel wrong.”

Valcrist’s eyebrows rose.

Max continued. “Not like the book. Not exactly. Like something covered. Like rot beneath polish.”

The guards glanced at each other.

Valcrist stared.

Then he laughed.

Softly.

“Knight Mourne, is this truly what passes for evidence in the Red Order now? A recruited criminal in ill-fitting armour declaring noble houses rotten because he feels it?”

Max’s fingers tightened.

The armour was not ill-fitting.

Not much.

Mourne said, “His feelings interest me more than your dignity.”

Valcrist’s amusement thinned.

“My niece has been ill since her husband’s death. She sees no one.”

“Her husband?”

“Lord Emric Dathane. Dead seven months.”

Max stored the name.

Mourne said, “Cause?”

“Fever.”

Another wrongness.

Not from the word.

From how neatly it came.

Max said, “Lie.”

This time, both guards drew half an inch of steel.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet flexed.

The sound was very small.

The swords slid back into their scabbards.

Lord Valcrist’s eyes hardened.

“You overstep.”

“Yes,” Mourne said. “Often.”

“This is a sovereign house within Velm’s High Ring. The Red Order has no right to interrogate noble grief without writ, magistrate seal, or presented evidence.”

Mourne lifted the black box slightly.

Not opening it.

Not showing it.

Just enough for Max to see Valcrist’s eyes flick toward it.

There.

Recognition.

Fear.

Hunger?

No.

Fear of hunger.

Mourne noticed too.

“Evidence exists,” she said.

“Then present it.”

“No.”

Valcrist’s jaw tightened. “You accuse but refuse to show proof.”

“I did not come to convince you.”

“Then why are you here?”

“For Seraphine.”

“She is ill.”

“You said.”

“She is under the care of physicians.”

“Names.”

“Unavailable.”

“Convenient.”

Valcrist stepped toward her.

A very small step.

Brave.

Stupid.

Or confident.

“Knight Mourne,” he said, voice low now, “you are infamous enough that people forget the law still exists around you. I will not have my household terrorised by a Red Cloak and her armoured stray because some sewer merchant whispered a noble name into your ear.”

Max felt anger rise.

Armoured stray.

Absorb Emotion stirred.

He did not use it.

Mourne seemed unmoved.

“Bring Lady Seraphine.”

“No.”

There it was.

Not politeness.

Not delay.

Refusal.

The air sharpened.

Max shifted his stance without thinking. Steady Stance settled. Fleet of Foot hummed faintly. Clear Vision sharpened the world through the helm. His halberd felt fixed in his hands.

Lord Valcrist noticed.

His eyes moved from the halberd to Mourne’s claws.

Then back to her visor.

“You threaten my house?”

“I have not yet decided.”

One of the guards swallowed.

Valcrist smiled, but there was hatred in it now.

“You cannot simply tear through every door that inconveniences you.”

Mourne tilted her helmet.

“That depends on the door.”

The fire dimmed.

Max noticed it.

Not went out. Not exactly. But the flames drew lower, blue at their heart. The lilies on the table seemed suddenly too sweet. The shadows beneath the chairs deepened.

His hollow hunger stirred again.

Harder.

“Knight,” he said quietly.

Mourne did not look away from Valcrist. “Speak.”

“It’s moving.”

Valcrist’s eyes cut to him.

“What is?” Mourne asked.

“The covered thing. Upstairs. Or through him. I don’t know.” Max swallowed. “It heard us.”

Lord Valcrist’s face changed.

Not much.

Enough.

“Enough,” he said.

His voice had lost some of its polish.

“Leave my house.”

Mourne did not move.

“Bring Seraphine.”

“No.”

The word cracked across the room.

The guards drew their swords fully this time.

Max raised his halberd.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet lifted.

The fingers flexed.

Black metal talons caught firelight.

Lord Valcrist stood between them and the hearth, hands at his sides, the cracked tower ring gleaming on his finger.

For one heartbeat, no one moved.

Then something slammed open beyond the receiving room door.

Footsteps pounded down the corridor.

Fast.

Desperate.

A woman’s voice shouted, raw with terror.

“Uncle, stop!”

The receiving room door burst inward.

Lady Seraphine Valcrist stumbled into the room in a black mourning dress, hair loose, face pale, one hand pressed to her chest as if she had run too far or fought too hard to get there.

Max recognised her from the portrait.

But the painting had not shown the dark circles beneath her eyes.

Or the blood on her sleeve.

Or the way the shadows in the hallway behind her seemed to reach after her before snapping back into place.

Seraphine saw Mourne.

Then the black box.

Her face crumpled with relief and horror at once.

“You found it,” she whispered.

Lord Valcrist turned slowly.

His voice was colder than the room.

“Seraphine.”

She flinched.

Mourne stepped between them.

The stand-off broke.

And something upstairs screamed.

            

    
        The Thing in the Skin

    
    
    
    
                Something upstairs screamed.

Not a person.

Not entirely.

The sound tore through House Valcrist like a blade dragged along bone. The windows shivered in their frames. The fire in the hearth guttered blue. The lilies on the table blackened at the edges, their sweet stink turning thick and rotten.

Lady Seraphine clapped both hands over her ears and dropped to one knee.

One of the guards cursed.

The other made a sign with two fingers across his chest.

Lord Valcrist did not move.

That was what Max noticed.

Everyone else reacted to the scream.

The guards. Seraphine. Max himself, despite training. Even the portraits seemed to tremble in their frames.

Lord Adrian Valcrist only stood there, his face pale and hard, his eyes fixed on Mourne.

Mourne’s helmet turned toward the ceiling.

The scream came again.

This time, something answered from inside the walls.

A scrape.

A thud.

A wet dragging sound above them.

Max’s grip tightened on the cold iron halberd. Clear Vision sharpened the edges of the room through his helmet slit. The fire. The guards. The noble. Seraphine on the floor. The black box beneath Mourne’s arm.

The demonic book.

Mourne moved.

She crossed the room in two strides and placed the box in Max’s free hand.

It was colder than it should have been.

The hunger inside him recoiled and reached at the same time.

“No,” Mourne said.

Max froze.

“Do not open it. Do not absorb it. Do not let him touch it.”

Him.

Lord Valcrist’s mouth tightened.

Mourne looked from Max to Seraphine, then to the two guards.

“Keep them here.”

Max stared at her. “You’re leaving?”

“The scream is upstairs.”

“So is the thing I felt.”

“One thing is visible enough to scream.” Mourne’s clawed hand flexed. “That is the immediate problem.”

“And him?” Max asked, nodding toward Valcrist.

Mourne’s red visor settled on Lord Valcrist.

“He remains alive until I return unless he makes that impossible.”

Lord Valcrist laughed once.

It sounded like an insult.

“You presume authority in my house.”

Mourne ignored him.

She stepped close to Max. Quiet enough that only he could hear, she said, “Do not trust calm.”

Then she was gone.

Not through the door like a normal person.

She crossed to the hallway, one hand touched the wall, and her body changed.

Only in pieces.

Her left hand lengthened into black talons. Her boots struck the panelling. Her spine bent wrong. For a heartbeat, she moved along the wall instead of the floor, armour whispering against wood, red cloak dragging after her like blood in water.

Then she disappeared up the stairs.

The room felt larger without her.

No.

Not larger.

Less protected.

Max stood near the centre of the receiving room with the black box tucked under one arm, halberd in his other hand, cold iron plate heavy around him.

Lady Seraphine was still on one knee, breathing hard.

The two guards stood by the door, swords drawn, looking between Max and their lord.

Lord Valcrist looked at Max as if Max were furniture that had spoken out of turn.

Silence stretched.

Then another sound came from upstairs.

A crash.

Mourne’s claws tearing through something.

A shriek answered.

Max did not look away from Valcrist.

“Lady Seraphine,” he said.

She lifted her head. Her face was too pale. Her black mourning dress was torn near one sleeve, and the blood there was fresh.

“Stay behind me.”

Lord Valcrist’s eyes narrowed. “You will not give orders in my house.”

Max looked at him.

The wrongness remained.

Covered rot. A missing shape. Something behind the noble’s eyes that did not blink at the same time he did.

“Then tell her yourself,” Max said.

Valcrist’s lips parted.

For a moment, he said nothing.

Seraphine looked at him.

Fear moved across her face so plainly it hurt to see.

“Uncle,” she whispered. “Please.”

Lord Valcrist’s expression softened.

It was perfect.

Too perfect.

“My dear,” he said, voice warm now. “You are unwell. You have been deceived by grief and by parasites who trade in fear. Come here.”

Seraphine flinched harder at the softness than she had at his anger.

Max felt the hollowness twist.

Lie.

Not just spoken lie.

A shape of lie.

“Don’t,” Max said.

Valcrist’s gaze snapped back to him.

The warmth vanished.

“You are a recruited criminal in stolen iron,” the noble said. “Do you imagine your instincts matter here?”

Max shifted the black box more securely under his arm.

“I imagine Mourne thinks they do.”

That landed.

Not visibly.

But the room felt it.

One guard swallowed.

The other tightened his sword grip.

Valcrist’s smile returned.

“Ah. There it is. A boy chosen by a monster begins to think himself a hunter.”

The black box grew colder.

Max felt the book inside stir.

Not moving.

Listening.

He remembered Mourne’s lesson.

A demon presses against the soul until it finds the soft place.

Then it offers shape.

“What happened to Lord Emric Dathane?” Max asked.

Seraphine made a small, broken sound.

Valcrist’s eyes darkened.

“Fever.”

“Lie.”

The word came easier this time.

Valcrist’s jaw clenched.

Max continued. “What happened to him?”

“Enough.”

“Did he bring the book here?”

“Silence.”

“Did Seraphine sell it because she was afraid of it?”

Valcrist’s right hand twitched.

The cracked tower signet caught firelight.

Max saw something black move beneath the skin of his wrist.

There and gone.

The guard nearest Valcrist did not see.

Seraphine did.

She crawled backward.

“Uncle,” she whispered.

Valcrist turned to her.

His face softened again.

“Seraphine. Do not make this worse.”

“It’s in you,” she said.

The room went utterly still.

The words seemed to hang in the cold air.

Valcrist’s expression did not change for one heartbeat.

Then another.

Then his smile widened by a fraction too much.

“Grief makes cruel accusations.”

Seraphine shook her head. Tears ran down her face. “It was in Emric first.”

Max’s mouth went dry.

The black box trembled beneath his arm.

Upstairs, something screamed again.

Farther away now.

Or deeper.

Seraphine’s voice shook. “It promised to save him. He was dying. He was so afraid. He said the book knew a way. I thought—” She choked. “I thought if I got rid of it after, it would end.”

Valcrist said softly, “You foolish girl.”

Not angry.

Disappointed.

That was worse.

Max raised the halberd slightly.

The two guards reacted at once.

“Lower your weapon,” one snapped.

Max did not.

“Move away from him,” Max said.

The guard glared. “That is Lord Valcrist.”

“Yes,” Seraphine whispered. “And something else.”

The guard hesitated.

That hesitation killed him.

The fire went out.

Not dimmed.

Out.

Darkness swallowed the room.

Clear Vision sharpened immediately through Max’s helm, gathering what little grey light came through the curtains. Shapes became edges. The guards. The door. Seraphine. Valcrist.

And the shadow.

It slipped under the receiving room door like spilled ink.

Not upstairs.

Not from Valcrist.

From the hallway.

A dark thing, flat against the floor at first, then rising in a long thin curl behind the nearest guard.

Max shouted, “Behind you!”

The guard turned.

Too late.

The shadow entered him through his open mouth.

His body locked.

His eyes bulged.

His sword dropped from his hand and clattered against the floor.

Then the shadow poured back out of him through his nose and ears, leaving him standing for half a second with black veins webbed across his face.

He collapsed.

Dead before he hit the tiles.

The other guard screamed and lunged at the shadow.

The shadow was already gone.

It moved across the floor, up the wall, over a portrait, and then dropped toward Lord Valcrist.

Valcrist opened his arms.

“Finally,” he whispered.

The shadow entered him.

Max felt it happen.

Not with eyes.

With Absorption.

A hole finding its shape.

A hunger entering a hunger it had already carved.

Lord Valcrist’s back arched.

His mouth opened.

No scream came out.

Only smoke.

Seraphine tried to crawl away, but the room twisted. The carpet beneath her buckled like something moved under it.

Max stepped between her and Valcrist.

“Stay down.”

His voice sounded steadier than he felt.

The remaining guard backed toward the door, sword shaking.

“My lord?”

Valcrist lowered his head.

His eyes were black now.

Not dark.

Black.

The skin around them split in thin lines.

Then his smile tore open.

Literally.

The corners of his mouth ripped toward his ears. Blood ran down his jaw, too dark, almost tar. His teeth lengthened, not into fangs but into jagged overlapping shards. His neck swelled. His shoulders cracked outward beneath his coat.

Seraphine screamed.

Valcrist’s skin split down the centre of his face.

A wet line from brow to chin.

The sound was worse than the sight.

Cloth tore.

Bone shifted.

Something pushed from inside him.

Not growing.

Emerging.

Lord Valcrist’s body peeled open like a glove being turned inside out.

Max had seen death.

He had seen corpses.

He had seen goblins burn and a relic sword crumble into dust.

He had not seen a man become a doorway for something that had been waiting behind his ribs.

The demon came out wearing pieces of him.

It was taller than Valcrist had been. Tall enough that its horned head nearly brushed the ceiling. Its skin was dark red beneath slick black fluid, split by glowing cracks like banked embers under flesh. Its arms were too long and heavily muscled, ending in four-fingered hands tipped with black claws. Horns curled back from its skull. Its face had no nose, only slits, and its mouth opened vertically as well as horizontally, four flaps of flesh peeling apart around a furnace glow.

Valcrist’s torn skin hung from its shoulders like a ruined cloak.

The noble’s signet ring remained embedded in one swollen finger.

The demon inhaled.

The room heated instantly.

Max’s cold iron armour grew warm.

The demon looked at him.

Then at the black box under his arm.

Its mouth opened wider.

“Mine.”

The word struck the room with heat.

Max set the black box behind him, near Seraphine.

“Don’t touch it,” he said.

She was sobbing too hard to answer, but she pulled it close with both arms anyway.

The remaining guard found his courage and charged.

“House Valcrist!”

He struck at the demon’s side.

His sword bit into red flesh.

The demon looked down.

The wound closed around the blade.

The guard tried to pull back.

The blade did not move.

Iron Grip, Max thought wildly, except wrong, except flesh.

The demon grabbed the guard by the breastplate and lifted him with one hand.

The guard kicked, cursed, stabbed with a dagger.

The demon squeezed.

Metal crumpled.

Bones broke.

The guard’s scream became wet.

Then the demon hurled him into the fireplace hard enough to break the marble mantle.

He did not rise.

Max was alone.

No.

Seraphine behind him.

Mourne upstairs.

The black box.

The dead guards.

The demon.

Max absorbed fear.

Not all.

Too much would make him cold. Too little would freeze him.

He took the excess.

The world sharpened.

The demon was huge. Strong. Fire inside body. Wounds closed. Interest in book. Likely demonic manifestation through invited host. Weaknesses unknown. Cold iron possible. Silver uncertain. Stakes useless unless vampire traits hidden. Room enclosed. Furniture obstacles. Seraphine behind. Box behind. Door blocked by demon if it moved right.

Weapon: cold iron halberd.

Useful.

Max moved first.

Waiting felt like dying slowly.

He thrust at the demon’s centreline, aiming not for heart but for the glowing crack beneath its sternum.

Cold iron met demonic flesh.

The reaction was immediate.

Steam exploded from the wound.

The demon screamed.

Good.

It could hurt.

Then it punched him.

Max barely twisted.

The fist hit his left pauldron instead of his chest. Durability V flared through the armour. Cold iron plate held.

Mostly.

The impact lifted him off his feet and threw him across the room.

He hit a bookcase.

Shelves shattered.

Books fell around him.

Pain burst through his shoulder and ribs.

He absorbed enough pain to move.

Not enough.

His left arm felt wrong.

The demon advanced, each step burning the carpet beneath its feet.

Max pushed himself up.

Clear Vision kept his sight steady through the helm despite the blow. Steady Stance helped his feet find balance among broken books. Iron Grip kept the halberd in his hands.

Without the new effects, he would have lost the weapon.

Without Durability V, his armour might have folded into his chest.

Mourne had bought him seconds.

Maybe that was all armour ever did.

He took them.

The demon raised one hand.

Fire gathered in its palm.

Not like a torch.

Like rage given light.

Max dove aside as the fire burst forward.

The bookcase behind him vanished in orange-white flame. Heat rolled over him. His cloak caught at the edge. He slapped it against the floor, teeth clenched.

The demon laughed.

The sound had Valcrist’s voice buried under it.

“Little iron thing.”

Max came up low and cut at its knee.

Sharpness III helped the blade bite.

Cold iron made the wound hiss.

Freezing Cut triggered.

Frost crawled along the demon’s leg for half a heartbeat.

Then steam blasted it away.

Still, the leg slowed.

Slightly.

Max hooked the rear spike behind the knee and pulled.

Steady Stance anchored him.

Iron Grip held.

The demon staggered.

Did not fall.

It backhanded him.

This time Max got the shaft up.

The blow struck the halberd.

Durability V held the weapon together.

His arms nearly failed anyway.

He skidded backward, boots scraping across tile, stopping only when Steady Stance caught the edge of a rug and locked his balance.

The demon roared.

The sound became pressure.

No.

Not sound.

Something deeper.

A psychic scream.

It struck Max inside the skull.

The room vanished.

For one awful second, he was not in House Valcrist.

He was in the death ring.

Renn on one knee.

Do it.

Then Greystone.

Bran’s club.

Mud.

Starvation.

Then the goblin den.

Young things hissing behind hanging hides.

Then Garron beneath his halberd.

The blade too close to a friend’s throat.

Then Alfie.

Small hands.

You’ll come back?

The scream shoved every fear, every shame, every hunger, every moment of helplessness into his head at once.

Max froze.

His body locked.

Absorb Emotion flared automatically.

Too much.

No.

He forced it smaller, but the scream kept pouring through him.

The demon crossed the room.

Max could see it coming.

Could not move.

It struck him in the chest with both hands.

Cold iron burned its palms.

It did not care.

Max flew into the tea table.

Silver shattered.

Porcelain exploded.

Something hot and wet filled his mouth.

Blood.

His own.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs lunged toward it.

No.

Max gasped, trying to breathe.

The demon lifted one clawed foot to crush his head.

A silver blur moved behind it.

Seraphine.

No weapon.

Only a broken porcelain shard clutched in both hands.

She drove it into the demon’s torn Valcrist-skin hanging from its back.

The demon turned.

Not hurt.

Annoyed.

“Seraphine,” it said with her uncle’s voice.

She went white.

It grabbed her by the throat.

Max moved.

Not because he was healed.

Not because he was ready.

Because there was no one else.

He absorbed pain.

More than was wise.

The world became bright and narrow.

He rolled, seized the silver dagger at his belt, and threw it.

Quick Hands would have done it better.

Perrin would have made it beautiful.

Max made it desperate.

The dagger spun once and struck the demon’s wrist.

Silver sank in.

The demon hissed and dropped Seraphine.

So silver mattered.

Less than cold iron, maybe.

But enough.

Seraphine hit the floor, choking.

Max forced himself upright with the halberd.

The demon ripped the silver dagger from its wrist and tossed it into the fire.

Max’s stomach dropped.

Then the demon came for him.

This time, Max did not try to meet strength with strength.

Study never admire.

Learn weaknesses and strengths.

Strengths: fire. Raw power. Psychic scream. Regeneration. Host remnants. Interest in book. Confidence.

Weaknesses: cold iron burns. Silver hurts. Freezing Cut slows briefly. It protects the book’s path more than itself. It still uses Valcrist’s shape enough to speak to Seraphine.

Max backed toward the black box.

The demon followed.

Good.

No.

Dangerous.

Good enough.

Seraphine dragged the box away from the demon’s line, crawling behind an overturned chair.

The demon’s head snapped toward her.

Max lunged.

He drove the halberd point into its side beneath the ribs, then twisted.

Cold iron sank deep.

The demon screamed.

Fire burst from its skin.

Max’s gauntlets smoked.

His armour heated around him like an oven.

He held on.

Iron Grip II kept his hands closed.

Grasp I kept his weapon under control.

He shoved harder.

The demon’s claws came down on his back.

Durability V saved his spine.

Pain still exploded through him.

One claw found a gap near his shoulder and punched through mail beneath plate.

Max screamed.

The demon lifted him by the wound.

The halberd tore free.

Blood ran inside his armour.

His own.

Too much.

The hollow thing howled.

The demon raised him until his boots left the floor.

Its four-part mouth opened in front of his helmet.

Inside, fire burned.

“Open,” it said.

The word pressed against him.

Not command.

Invitation.

Open.

Let pain end.

Let hunger feed.

Let the book help.

Let the missing pieces become whole.

Max felt his Skill answer.

Absorption opened.

Not toward the demon.

Toward everything.

Pain. Fear. Fire. Blood. Hunger. The book. The demon’s wound. Valcrist’s torn skin. Seraphine’s grief. The dead guards. The room’s old oaths.

No.

Rules.

Nothing living or recently dead unless ordered.

Nothing from a mind, soul, body, blood, or memory unless ordered.

Nothing that binds me.

The demon pressed closer.

“Open.”

Max bit his tongue hard enough to taste blood.

Pain cut through the invitation.

Useful pain.

Messenger pain.

He absorbed the excess fear.

Not the warning.

Just enough to think.

Then he slammed his helmeted head forward.

Cold iron met demonic mouth.

The demon shrieked.

Its grip loosened.

Max fell, hit the floor badly, and drove the butt of the halberd upward into the demon’s knee.

It staggered.

He rolled away.

Too slow.

A wave of fire caught him across the side.

The cold iron took much of it.

His cloak did not.

Flame crawled over him.

Max dropped and rolled, armour clanging against tile, knocking over a chair, crushing broken porcelain beneath his weight. Heat bit through gaps at his hip and under one arm.

He absorbed pain.

Too much.

The fire became information without urgency.

Bad.

He forced pain back in.

It hit like a hammer.

He nearly blacked out.

The demon advanced again, limping now, steam rising from its wounds.

Max got to one knee.

His left shoulder barely worked. His side burned. Blood slicked his glove inside the gauntlet. The room swam at the edges.

No Mourne.

Not yet.

Hold.

Just hold.

The demon lifted both hands.

Fire gathered.

This blast would fill the room.

Seraphine was behind him.

The black box was behind her.

Max stood.

Steady Stance I held his feet.

Fleet of Foot I gave him one smooth step forward.

He levelled the halberd.

“Come on,” he whispered.

The demon’s mouth opened.

Then the ceiling broke.

Not all of it.

A section near the chandelier exploded downward in a rain of wood, plaster, and black fluid.

Mourne fell through with it.

She landed on the demon’s back like a nightmare given weight.

Her armour was slick with something dark. Her helmet was gone. Her pale face was visible, red eyes blazing. One side of her jaw had transformed, fangs lengthened, black veins crawling up her cheek. Both hands were claws now — not gauntlet claws, not metal, but demonic talons grown from her own flesh, black and hooked and smoking at the tips.

Her spine bent wrong.

Her shoulders shifted.

For one heartbeat, Max saw the thing people whispered about.

Demon in human form.

Vampire wearing monster tools.

Mourne drove one clawed hand into the demon’s neck.

The other into its back.

The demon roared and reached for her.

Too slow.

Mourne’s mouth opened.

The sound that came out was not a scream.

It was a hunting note.

Sharp. High. Wet with hunger. Filled with command.

The demon staggered.

Mourne tore.

Black-red flesh split.

Fire burst from the wound.

Mourne did not let go.

The demon slammed backward into a wall, crushing her between stone and burning flesh.

She hissed.

Her legs changed.

Knees reversed. Feet clawed. She planted herself against the wall and pushed.

The demon stumbled forward.

Max saw the opening.

“Mourne!”

She did not look.

She did not need to.

Max thrust.

The cold iron halberd drove into the glowing crack beneath the demon’s sternum.

This time, he put everything behind it.

Sharpness.

Cold iron.

Freezing Cut.

Fear.

Pain.

Not Absorption reaching.

Max choosing.

The blade punched through.

The demon screamed.

Mourne seized both sides of the wound and pulled.

The body split.

Fire poured out.

Max’s armour burned hot. His vision went white around the edges.

Mourne plunged one clawed hand into the demon’s chest and closed around something Max could not see.

She spoke one word.

Not in a language Max knew.

The demon convulsed.

Its fire went black.

Then Mourne ripped the thing free.

A lump of burning shadow twisted in her claws, screaming without sound.

Mourne crushed it.

The room went silent.

The demon collapsed.

Not like a body.

Like a structure remembering it was not supposed to exist.

Flesh sloughed away. Horns cracked. Fire guttered out. Valcrist’s torn skin shrank and blackened. In seconds, only a heap of charred meat, broken bone, and ash remained on the ruined carpet.

Lord Valcrist was gone.

Whatever of him had remained had burned with the thing that wore him.

Max stood with the halberd still buried in the remains.

Then his knees failed.

He hit the floor hard.

The room tilted.

Mourne crossed to him.

Her face was still half-changed. One eye red, the other darker, pupil split. Her claws smoked. Black veins pulsed beneath pale skin. A line of blood ran from her hairline down her cheek, but it did not look like human blood.

She crouched in front of him.

“Report.”

Max tried to laugh.

It came out as a cough full of blood.

“Demon dead?”

“Yes.”

“Guards dead.”

“Yes.”

“Seraphine alive?”

Mourne looked past him.

Seraphine crouched behind the overturned chair, clutching the black box, face white with shock.

“Yes.”

Max nodded.

That seemed important.

Pain returned fully now.

His shoulder. His side. His burns. His ribs. His head. Everything.

He almost reached for Absorb Emotion.

Mourne’s clawed hand closed around his wrist.

Not hard.

Enough.

“No.”

Max blinked at her.

“You need the pain,” she said.

“Feels like I have plenty.”

“Good. Stay awake.”

Above them, something thudded in the broken ceiling.

Mourne looked up.

Her changed mouth curled.

“More?” Max asked weakly.

“No.”

“What then?”

“The thing upstairs trying to decide if it wants to come down.”

Max stared at her.

Mourne rose.

Her body began folding back into itself. Claws shortened. Jaw reset. Black veins withdrew. The demonic shape vanished piece by piece until only the vampire knight remained, pale, bloodied, and terrifyingly calm.

She looked toward the ceiling.

“Choose quickly,” she called.

A wet, scrambling sound retreated overhead.

Mourne looked back at Max.

“You held.”

Max breathed through the pain.

“Barely.”

“Barely is often enough.”

Then Healer Mara was not there, because of course she was not. No healer. No Blackhold. No safety.

Only a ruined noble receiving room, two dead guards, a traumatised noblewoman, a demonic book, a pile of ash that had been Lord Valcrist, and Knight Vaelith Mourne standing over Max with blood on her claws.

Seraphine began to sob.

Not softly.

Not elegantly.

Like something had finally broken in a place too deep to hide.

Mourne turned toward her.

“Lady Valcrist.”

Seraphine flinched.

Mourne pointed one claw toward the black box.

“Do not open that.”

Seraphine nodded frantically.

Max lay on the floor, staring at the cracked ceiling.

His cold iron armour steamed.

His halberd smoked where demon blood burned along the blade.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred, hungry for the ash, the fire, the dying traces, the power that had just been unmade.

Max closed his eyes.

“No,” he whispered.

Mourne heard.

“Good,” she said.

And this time, the word mattered enough to keep him awake.

            

    
        Not Our Hunt

    
    
    
    
                Max stayed awake until the pain became larger than the room.

At first, he held on because Mourne told him to.

Then because the room would not stop moving.

Then because Lady Seraphine Valcrist would not stop crying.

Then because every time his eyes drifted shut, the hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred toward the ash that had once been Lord Valcrist and the demon inside him.

No.

He kept saying it.

Not aloud every time.

Sometimes the word was only a pressure behind his teeth.

No.

The receiving room had become wreckage.

The fire had gone out. One wall was cracked where the demon had thrown a guard into it. The marble hearth lay broken. Books smouldered in piles near the shattered shelves. The carpet had burned in black patches, and the air stank of smoke, hot metal, blood, and the greasy remains of something that should never have been allowed a body.

The two house guards were dead.

One lay near the doorway, face blackened by the shadow that had used him and emptied him. The other was half-buried in broken marble. Max tried not to look at him.

Seraphine sat against an overturned chair, clutching the black box to her chest as if it were both a lifeline and a snake.

Mourne stood in the middle of the room, one clawed hand lowered at her side, watching the hole in the ceiling.

The thing upstairs did not come down.

After several long moments, Mourne turned her head slightly.

“Gone,” she said.

Max tried to ask what was gone.

The word came out as a wet cough.

Pain lanced through his ribs, shoulder, side, and burned hip. Something under his left pauldron was still bleeding. His armour had saved him, but it had not made him untouchable. It had only kept the damage from becoming death.

Barely.

Mourne crossed the room and crouched beside him.

Her face had returned fully to its normal shape. Pale. Still. Fanged only when she spoke too clearly. The demonic claws had withdrawn, leaving her ordinary hand and the black metal gauntlet again. That almost made it worse. Max had seen what waited beneath her skin now. Not rumour. Not training demonstration.

Reality.

“Report injuries,” she said.

Max stared at her.

“You can see them.”

“I can see blood. I can see burns. I can see the way you are failing to breathe correctly. Report.”

He swallowed.

“Left shoulder. Something went through. Side burned. Chest hit. Back hit. Ribs maybe. Head. Everything.”

“Specific enough to be useless,” Mourne said.

“Sorry.”

“Do not apologise for being injured. It wastes breath.”

He almost smiled.

It hurt too much.

Seraphine’s voice shook from across the room. “He needs a physician.”

Mourne looked at her.

Seraphine flinched, but did not look away.

That took courage.

Or shock.

Maybe both.

“He needs a healer,” Seraphine said. “A real one. Not a barber. Not a house surgeon. There are sanctified healers in the High Ring.”

Max tried to sit up.

Bad idea.

The room whitened.

Mourne placed one hand on his breastplate and pressed him back down with almost no effort.

“Still.”

Max obeyed because the alternative was vomiting blood inside his helmet.

Mourne’s visor was gone, her helmet somewhere in the wreckage above or below. Her red eyes turned toward Seraphine.

“Name.”

Seraphine blinked through tears. “What?”

“Best healer in the district. Name.”

“Master Ilven Caul.”

“Location.”

“Three streets over. Blue door. House of Mercy seal above it.”

“Can he be trusted?”

Seraphine laughed once, broken and sharp. “If he is paid enough.”

Mourne’s mouth moved faintly.

“Good”

Then she stood.

Max tried to focus.

“What about…” He coughed again. “The book.”

Mourne looked down at him. “Lady Valcrist will carry it.”

Seraphine recoiled. “I—”

“You carried it into this room. You will carry it out.”

“It killed my husband.”

“Your husband invited something through it,” Mourne said. “The book was the door, not the hand. Carry it closed.”

Seraphine hugged the box tighter, face white.

Mourne turned to Max.

“This will hurt.”

“What will?”

She lifted him.

It did hurt.

It hurt so much that the world vanished for a few seconds.

Max came back to himself with one arm over Mourne’s shoulders, his feet barely touching the floor. For someone so small, she carried his weight in full armour as if he were a bundle of reeds. The cold iron plate scraped against her black armour. His halberd was in her other hand. The blackened blade smoked faintly where demon blood had burned into the metal.

“Walk if you can,” she said.

Max tried.

His legs moved.

Barely.

Fleet of Foot did nothing against the fact that his body wanted to collapse. Steady Stance kept him from falling once. Mourne kept him from falling the other six times before they reached the hallway.

Seraphine followed with the box clutched to her chest.

The butler was waiting in the hall.

His perfect face was gone.

Not literally. But all the control had drained from it, leaving an old man under the black coat and white gloves. He stared past Mourne into the ruined receiving room.

“Lord Valcrist?” he asked.

“Dead,” Mourne said.

The butler closed his eyes.

Only for a second.

Then he opened them and looked at Seraphine.

“My lady.”

Seraphine flinched.

Then straightened.

“Send no one into that room,” Mourne said. “No priest. No servant. No grieving relative. No ambitious cousin. If anything inside whispers, sings, cries, knocks, pleads, laughs, or sounds like Lord Valcrist, burn the corridor and leave.”

The butler swallowed.

“Yes, Knight.”

“Send two runners ahead to Master Ilven Caul. Tell him Red Order emergency.”

The butler hesitated.

Mourne’s eyes narrowed.

He moved.

They left House Valcrist through the front door.

No one tried to stop them.

The courtyard fountain still whispered beneath a skin of ice. The carved woman in the centre held her tower and key with a worn, blind face. Above, the manor windows watched.

Max looked back once.

Something dark moved behind an upstairs curtain.

Or he imagined it.

Mourne’s grip tightened around him.

“Forward.”

He obeyed.

The High Ring had noticed.

Of course it had.

Noble houses did not ignore screams, fire, collapsing ceilings, or Red Cloaks carrying bloodied boys out of manors.

Curtains shifted.

Doors cracked open.

Servants stared from behind gates.

Blue-cloaked district guards ran toward them, then slowed when they saw Mourne. Their captain from the gate was among them, face pale beneath his polished helmet.

“Knight Mourne,” he said. “What happened?”

“Demon manifestation. House Valcrist. Contain the manor. No entry without warded authority.”

The captain’s mouth opened.

Closed.

His eyes moved to Max, then to Seraphine, then to the black box.

“Is the district in danger?”

“Yes.”

He went rigid.

Mourne continued walking, half-carrying Max past him.

The captain hurried beside her. “From what?”

“Demons.”

He stared.

Then understood enough to turn and start shouting orders.

Max would have laughed if breathing did not hurt.

They reached the healer’s house three streets later.

Max knew it before he saw the seal.

He felt it.

Not hunger.

Not fear.

Power.

Clean power.

It spilled from the building like warmth from a forge, but sharper, brighter, less earthly. The house itself was white stone with blue shutters and a blue-painted door. Above the entrance hung a silver sign: an open hand beneath a seven-pointed star.

Two attendants waited outside, both in pale robes.

They took one look at Mourne, another at Max, and stepped aside quickly.

Inside, the air smelled of lavender, alcohol, hot water, and magic.

Real magic.

Not wards humming quietly in stone. Not the heavy pressure of Blackhold’s contract. Not the ugly hunger of a demonic book. This place was saturated with healing power, layered through walls, floor, ceiling, lamps, curtains, even the bowls of water arranged on side tables.

Max’s Skill stirred toward it.

Mourne’s voice cut through him.

“No.”

He clenched down at once.

The hollow thing retreated.

Mostly.

A man emerged from behind a curtain.

Master Ilven Caul did not look like Healer Mara.

That was Max’s first thought.

Mara looked like someone who had fought illness in alleys, barracks, and battlefield tents with teeth bared and sleeves rolled up.

Ilven Caul looked expensive.

He was tall, silver-haired, and smooth-faced despite being old enough that age should have marked him more harshly. His robe was white with blue thread embroidered along the sleeves. Rings glittered on three fingers. A chain of tiny crystal vials hung around his neck. His eyes were pale gold.

He looked at Mourne.

Then at Max.

Then at the blood dripping onto his clean floor.

“Lay him there,” he said immediately.

No greeting.

No bow.

No fear, either.

That surprised Max.

Mourne carried him to a wide table covered in white cloth and set him down with careful brutality.

Careful because nothing broke.

Brutal because every bone in his body complained.

Max groaned.

Ilven leaned over him. His gold eyes flicked across the armour.

“Cold iron full plate. Burns beneath left arm. Penetrating injury under shoulder guard. Blunt trauma across chest and back. Possible fractured ribs. Blood loss. Concussive signs. Demonic residue on armour.”

He looked at Mourne.

“What hit him?”

“Manifested demon.”

Ilven’s expression sharpened.

“Possession-born?”

“Yes.”

“Host?”

“Destroyed.”

“Demon core?”

“Crushed.”

“Any residue taken into the boy?”

Mourne’s red eyes moved to Max.

“No.”

Max tried to say something.

Couldn’t.

Ilven nodded once. “Armour off.”

The attendants moved.

Mourne stopped them with one raised claw.

“I will remove it.”

Ilven looked at her hand.

Then at the claw marks dented into Max’s gorget.

“As you like.”

Removing the armour was worse than putting it on had ever been.

Each buckle released felt like peeling injury open. The left pauldron came away dark with blood. The mail beneath had been punched through near the shoulder, links twisted inward. The padding was soaked.

Ilven’s mouth tightened.

“Good armour.”

Max laughed weakly.

It came out wrong.

Ilven looked at him. “That was not praise of your choices. That was acknowledgement that you would be dead without it.”

Mourne said, “He knows.”

Max did.

The armour came off piece by piece until he lay in torn padding and blood-soaked underclothes. His side was burned raw in a long stripe beneath the ribs. His chest was purpled where the demon had struck him. The wound near his shoulder was deep enough that Max decided not to look at it again.

Ilven rolled up his sleeves.

“Hold him if he moves,” he said.

Mourne stood beside the table.

Max stared at the healer’s hands.

They began to glow.

Not the soft green glow Mara used at Blackhold.

This was brighter.

Gold-white light spilled from Ilven’s palms, so intense it painted the room in sharp shadows. The vials around his neck chimed softly. Threads of light extended from his fingers and entered Max’s wounds like living needles.

Max arched.

Mourne’s hand pressed his uninjured shoulder down.

Pain vanished.

Not dulled.

Vanished.

Then returned in clean lines.

Then vanished again.

Max gasped.

Ilven’s magic moved through him with terrifying precision. It did not simply close wounds. It understood them. Bone shifted back into place with a pressure that made Max’s vision spark. Torn muscle knitted in golden lines. Burned skin cooled, tightened, and rebuilt beneath light. Blood stopped flowing. Bruises faded from black to purple to yellow in seconds.

Max had thought Mara was skilled.

Mara could keep recruits alive after beatings, duels, and broken bones. She stitched flesh with power and temper. She made pain manageable and bones obedient.

Ilven Caul was something else.

He did not fight injury.

He commanded the body to remember perfection.

Max felt his ribs pull straight.

His shoulder sealed.

His burns smoothed.

His lungs opened.

For one dangerous heartbeat, the hollow thing beneath his ribs reached toward the golden light.

So much power.

So clean.

So useful.

Mourne’s grip tightened on his shoulder hard enough to hurt.

“No,” she said.

The word dragged him back.

Ilven’s gold eyes flicked to her.

Then to Max.

“Interesting,” the healer said.

“Continue,” Mourne said.

“I am.”

The light intensified.

Max stopped thinking.

When he woke, he was lying beneath a warm blanket in a quiet room.

For a moment, he thought he had been returned to the warded infirmary in Blackhold.

Then he smelled lavender.

Saw white walls.

Heard carriage wheels outside instead of training bells.

Velm.

The healer.

House Valcrist.

The demon.

Max sat up too quickly.

Pain answered.

But not like before.

The pain was distant now. A soreness in the bones. A tightness in the shoulder. Tender skin along his side. His body felt bruised and exhausted, but whole enough that the memory of being lifted by a demon seemed impossible.

Mourne sat near the window.

Helmet off.

Her pale face turned toward the street beyond the glass. Her black armour had been cleaned of most blood, though dark stains remained in the joints. The clawed gauntlet rested across her knees.

The three skulls sat on the windowsill.

Facing outward.

Of course.

Max looked around.

His armour stood on a rack near the wall, cleaned but still scarred. One pauldron bore deep claw marks. The breastplate was blackened where fire had washed across it. His cold iron halberd leaned beside it, blade polished but stained darker near the socket.

The black box was on a table beside Mourne.

Closed.

Max stared at it.

“Do not,” Mourne said without looking at him.

“I’m not.”

Max looked away.

Mourne turned from the window.

“You lived.”

“I noticed.”

“Barely.”

“I also noticed that.”

She stood and walked to his bedside.

For once, she did not look amused or irritated.

Only thoughtful.

“You held the room against a manifested demon alone.”

“With two guards.”

“They died quickly.”

“And Seraphine.”

“She was not combat-useful.”

Max remembered her stabbing the demon with porcelain to save him.

“She distracted it.”

Mourne inclined her head slightly.

“Fair.”

Max shifted under the blanket. “Did the healer fix everything?”

“Enough.”

“So normal training rules.”

Mourne replied with a grunt.

Max almost smiled.

Mourne studied him.

Then said, “You have potential.”

The words hit harder than the demon.

Max stared.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

He had.

That was the problem.

Mourne did not offer praise. Not really. Good, from her, was a blade tapped against a table. Acceptable was a banner raised after surviving something awful. But potential—

Potential was worse.

It meant expectation.

It meant risk.

It meant she had seen something of worth.

Max did not know where to put it.

So he looked down at his hands.

“I nearly died.”

“Yes.”

“I lost the silver dagger.”

“Yes.”

“I froze when it screamed.”

“Yes.”

“I almost opened myself to it.”

“Yes.”

Mourne’s voice did not soften.

Max’s jaw tightened. “That doesn’t sound like potential.”

“It sounds like the truth. Potential is what you did after.”

He looked up.

Mourne’s red eyes held him.

“You remembered rules under pressure. You used fear without letting it own you. You identified weakness. You protected the book. You kept Lady Seraphine alive. You held until I returned.”

“Barely.”

“Barely is often the difference between a corpse and a knight.”

Max was silent.

The hollow thing inside him stirred, pleased by praise or hungry for more of it.

He did not feed it.

Mourne noticed anyway.

“Do not become addicted to approval either.”

Max huffed a laugh.

It hurt only a little.

“Of course that’s a danger too.”

“Everything is a danger if used inccorectly”

That silenced him.

Mourne returned to the chair but did not sit.

“We are done with the distraction.”

Max blinked. “Distraction?”

“House Valcrist.”

He stared at her. “A demon came out of Lord Valcrist.”

“Yes.”

“The book is demonic.”

“Touched.”

“Seraphine’s husband invited something through it, her uncle was possessed and something upstairs was screaming.”

Mourne nodded once. “A significant distraction.”

Max pushed himself upright despite the ache.

“What about Lady Seraphine?”

“What about her?”

The coldness of it made him pause.

“She’s involved.”

“She is a grieving noblewoman who mishandled a dangerous object, lost a husband, survived an occupied household, and is now surrounded by city guards, house servants, relatives, magistrates, priests, and opportunists.”

“That sounds like a problem.”

“It is.”

“So we deal with it?”

“No.”

Max stared.

Mourne’s face remained still.

“That is not our problem to deal with,” she said.

“She could be in danger.”

“She is.”

“Then—”

“Our hunt is the missing relic.”

Max stopped.

The old relic.

The thing that had brushed the Ashridge wards.

The thing that had left hunger.

The reason they came to the city states.

Mourne’s voice sharpened.

“Listen carefully. This is where recruits become useless. Something bleeds near them, and they decide every wound is theirs to close. Every frightened face becomes a quest. Every corruption becomes personal. Then the true prey moves while they are busy feeling righteous.”

Max’s hands curled around the blanket.

“Seraphine helped me.”

“She distracted a demon with a shard of porcelain. Brave. Foolish. Useful. I acknowledge it.”

“And leave her?”

“Yes.”

The word was flat.

Cruel.

Max hated it.

Mourne watched his anger rise.

“Do not absorb it.”

“I’m not.”

“Good. Let it teach you.”

He breathed through his nose.

Pain tugged at his side.

Useful pain.

Messenger pain.

“What happens to her?” he asked.

“Velm happens to her.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is several. Her house head is dead. Her husband’s death is no longer simple. A demonic object passed through her hands. The High Ring will investigate, bury, exploit, accuse, protect, threaten, and bargain. The city will decide whether she is victim, liability, criminal, heir, or all four.”

“That’s awful.”

“Yes.”

“And we just leave.”

Mourne stepped closer.

“No. We pursue the thing that may do worse to hundreds if ignored.”

Max looked at the black box.

“The book?”

“The book is a symptom. Perhaps bait. Perhaps trade. Perhaps proof. The relic remains missing.”

“How do you know the book isn’t the relic?”

Mourne’s red eyes narrowed.

“Because I felt the relic touch the wards. This book smells of doors, grief, and minor possession. It left hunger in you because hunger speaks many dialects. It is not old enough. Not deep enough. Not the thing that moved.”

Max sat with that.

He did not like it.

But it made sense.

That was often worse.

“What about the thing upstairs?”

“Servant-body used by the same influence or a lesser attached thing. I killed it.”

Max stopped.

Mourne’s expression did not change.

Max looked down.

A knock came at the door.

Mourne’s helmet was in her hand before the second knock.

“Enter.”

Master Ilven Caul stepped in without waiting for a servant. His white robe was spotless again. Gold rings shone on his fingers. He carried a tray with three small glass vials.

His eyes moved to Max.

“You are awake. Good.”

Max looked at him. “You healed me.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

Mourne’s head turned slightly.

Max froze.

Then remembered.

Not a pact demon.

Not ritual space.

Probably.

Ilven raised an eyebrow. “You are welcome. Though Knight Mourne paid enough that gratitude is not required.”

Mourne said, “Condition.”

Ilven placed the tray down. “Alive. Repaired. Not restored. His shoulder should not bear full combat strain for three days. Burns are closed but tender. Ribs are bruised, not broken now. Concussion signs faded. Blood replaced enough that he will not faint unless he insists on being dramatic.”

“I don’t insist,” Max said.

Ilven looked at him.

Mourne looked at him.

Even one of the skulls on the windowsill clicked once.

Max looked away.

Ilven continued. “No deep demonic contamination. Surface residue only. I cleaned what I could. The cold iron helped.”

Mourne nodded. “His Skill?”

Ilven’s gold eyes sharpened.

“Hungry.”

Max stiffened.

Ilven held up a hand before he could speak.

“I did not inspect your System. I am a healer, not an accountant of souls. But while healing you, your body attempted to draw in my working three times.”

Max felt heat rise in his face.

“I didn’t mean to.”

“I know. If you had meant to, you would be restrained.”

Mourne said, “He controlled it.”

“Barely.”

“Barely is enough.”

Ilven gave her a dry look. “That may be acceptable in your profession. In mine, barely means more work.”

He picked up one vial and handed it to Max.

“Drink.”

Max looked at Mourne.

She nodded.

He drank.

It tasted like mint, iron, and dirt.

He coughed.

Ilven smiled faintly. “Blood tonic. Helps replace what you lost. This one tonight. This one tomorrow morning. This one if you collapse despite instructions.”

“What instructions?”

“Do not collapse.”

Max stared.

Ilven looked at Mourne. “He asks many questions.”

“Fewer than expected.”

“Poor boy.”

Mourne ignored that. “Payment?”

“Already handled.”

“With silence included?”

Ilven’s expression cooled slightly.

“House Valcrist has already summoned two magistrates, three priests, and one cousin who arrived too quickly to be innocent. Silence is no longer available. Discretion remains expensive.”

Mourne placed a black coin on the tray.

Ilven did not touch it immediately.

His eyes flicked to the coin, then to her.

“What are you hunting?”

“The thing I came for.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the one you get.”

Ilven sighed. “Red Cloaks.”

“High Ring healers.”

He took the coin.

“Your candidate should rest tonight.”

“We leave before dawn.”

Ilven’s mouth tightened. “Of course you do.”

Max looked between them. “Before dawn?”

Mourne turned toward him.

“Yes.”

“I was almost killed.”

“You were healed.”

“That’s not the same.”

“No.”

Ilven folded his arms. “For once, the boy is correct.”

Mourne looked at him.

Ilven looked back.

For a moment, Max thought the healer might actually win.

Then Mourne said, “We ride slowly.”

Ilven’s expression suggested that was the stupidest compromise he had ever heard.

But he did not argue further.

After the healer left, Mourne packed the black box into a leather satchel lined with something dull and grey.

“Lead?” Max asked.

“Among other things.”

“Where are we going?”

“To find where the book was meant to go before Seraphine sold it.”

“I thought she sold it to get rid of it.”

“She did.”

Max frowned.

Mourne fastened the satchel shut.

“But objects like that do not pass through noble hands by accident. Someone brought it to Valcrist. Someone wanted it used. Someone may have wanted it sold. The missing relic remains our prey. The book may be spoor.”

Spoor.

A hunting word.

Max looked toward the window.

Beyond the glass, the High Ring shone with lanterns and rain. Somewhere within those clean streets, House Valcrist was filling with guards, priests, magistrates, lies, and grief. Seraphine was probably still shaking. Maybe still holding her throat where the demon had nearly killed her. Maybe alone.

“It feels wrong,” Max said.

“Yes.”

“To leave her.”

“Yes.”

“But we do it anyway.”

“Yes.”

He turned back. “Does it ever get easier?”

Mourne considered.

That surprised him.

He had expected a quick no. Or a harsher yes.

Instead, she looked at the skulls on the windowsill.

“Yes,” she said at last. “But only when your goal is clear.”

Max was not sure that was better.

Mourne picked up one of the skulls and fastened it back to her belt.

Then the second.

Then the third.

The rune-carved one turned slightly as she lifted it.

Its empty sockets faced Max.

He looked away.

Mourne noticed.

“They dislike cowardice.”

“Do they like anything?”

“Quiet.”

“That makes two of you.”

Mourne looked at him.

Max realised what he had said.

His mouth opened.

She held up one claw.

“Do not apologise. It was accurate.”

He closed his mouth.

Mourne put on her helmet.

The vampire vanished.

The knight returned.

“Sleep,” she said.

Max lay back carefully.

His body still hurt, but no longer screamed. The room was warm. The blanket was clean. Outside, rain tapped gently against the window. For one dangerous moment, it almost felt safe.

But the black box sat beside Mourne.

His armour stood scarred in the corner.

His halberd still smelled faintly of demon ash.

And Mourne had said they were leaving before dawn.

Max closed his eyes.

He thought of Seraphine.

Then of the missing relic.

Then of the demon’s mouth opening around one word.

Open.

His hands curled beneath the blanket.

He did not sleep for a long time.

When he finally did, there were no dreams.

Only darkness, pain, and the road waiting northeast.

            

    
        Nightmare

    
    
    
    
                They left Velm before dawn.

The city was still half-asleep when Mourne led them out of Master Ilven Caul’s house and back into the cold streets. Lanterns burned low behind rain-streaked glass. Servants swept steps in the High Ring. A carriage rolled past with its curtains drawn tight. Somewhere downhill, a bell rang over the canals, soft and distant beneath the grey morning.

Max moved carefully.

Not slowly.

Carefully.

Ilven’s healing had fixed the worst of him, but the healer had been clear. Repaired did not mean restored. His shoulder still pulled when he lifted his arm too high. His ribs ached beneath the cold iron breastplate. The burns along his side felt tight and tender beneath the padding. Every step reminded him that being saved from death was not the same thing as being spared consequence.

Mourne noticed.

Of course she did.

She said nothing.

That was almost worse than correction.

Their horses waited in a private stable behind the healer’s house. Max’s brown horse looked rested, brushed, fed, and no happier to see him than before. Mourne’s black horse stood apart from the others, pale eyes open in the gloom, utterly still.

The stable boy would not go near it.

Max could not blame him.

The black horse watched him as he approached.

Its eyes were too intelligent.

No.

Not intelligent.

Aware in the wrong direction.

Mourne stepped beside it and placed one gauntleted hand on its neck. The horse lowered its head slightly, not like a pet seeking affection, but like a weapon acknowledging its owner.

Max frowned.

He had meant to ask before.

He had also meant not to ask many things before, and that had rarely lasted.

“What is your horse?”

Mourne turned her helmet slightly.

“A horse.”

Max looked at the animal.

The animal looked back.

It showed teeth.

Not horse teeth.

Too sharp.

Max took half a step back.

Mourne said, “Mostly.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the one you earned.”

He decided to leave it there.

For now.

The black box containing the demonic book had been sealed in a lead-lined satchel and strapped to Mourne’s saddle. She checked the bindings twice, then touched the satchel with one clawed finger and murmured something too low for Max to hear.

The satchel did not move.

Max was grateful.

They rode down from the High Ring toward the eastern gate. Velm woke around them in layers. Bakers opened shutters. Canal workers shouted over ropes. Blue-cloaked watchmen changed shifts. A woman washing her steps stopped when she saw Mourne, then lowered her eyes so quickly she almost dropped her bucket.

The news had spread.

Max could feel it.

Not with Absorption. Not exactly. With ordinary sense. People looked at them differently than they had the day before. Mourne had entered Velm as a dangerous visitor. She left it as a storm that had struck House Valcrist and moved on before the fires were fully counted.

At the eastern gate, the captain did not delay them.

He only asked, “Is it over?”

Mourne looked down at him from the saddle.

“No.”

The captain went pale.

Mourne rode on.

Max followed.

The road east of Velm crossed low wetlands before rising toward drier ground. The city-state fell behind them slowly: grey walls, blue-green roofs, crossed-key banners, canal towers, smoke, bells, and the wide river flashing under a colourless sky.

Max looked back once.

Somewhere inside those walls, Seraphine Valcrist remained surrounded by guards, priests, magistrates, and relatives who had arrived too quickly. Somewhere beneath the streets, the Underchain Market still traded in impossible things. Somewhere in a ruined receiving room, ash marked where a demon had worn a man from the inside.

And they were leaving.

The thought sat badly.

Mourne rode ahead in silence.

For a while, Max let the quiet remain.

His body hurt too much for argument. The road was muddy. The armour heavy. The air sharp. He had enough to endure.

But questions had their own kind of hunger.

By midmorning, he gave in.

“Knight?”

“Speak.”

“At the manor.”

Mourne did not turn. “Be precise.”

“You said you could smell fear changes. Blood sickness. Demonic residue. Possession. Lies, sometimes.”

“I said lies only if the liar’s body changes enough while speaking.”

“Lord Valcrist lied.”

“Yes.”

“You knew?”

“Yes.”

Max’s jaw tightened. “Then why didn’t you say?”

Mourne’s horse continued at the same steady pace.

“Because you did.”

Max stared at the back of her helmet.

“What?”

“It was a test.”

Anger rose before he could stop it.

Pain answered under his ribs.

Useful pain.

Messenger pain.

“A test?” he said. “In a room with a possessed noble and a demonic book?”

“Yes.”

“That seems like a bad place for one.”

“It was an excellent place for one.”

Max almost laughed because the alternative was shouting.

Mourne finally turned her helmet slightly.

“You felt him before I confirmed him. You sensed covered rot, false shape, the wrongness of speech. You identified lies without a formal truth Skill. That matters.”

“You could have told me.”

“I could have.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.”

“Because you wanted to see what my Skill could do.”

“Yes.”

The honesty made it worse.

Max’s grip tightened around the reins. Iron Grip did not help with anger.

“And if I had been wrong?”

“Then I would have corrected you.”

“And if being wrong got someone killed?”

“People were already dying.”

The words were flat.

Cruel.

True.

Max looked away, jaw clenched.

Mourne let him sit with it for several breaths before continuing.

“You dislike being used.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Used things that enjoy being used become tools. Used things that understand use may become partners.”

Max looked back at her.

“That supposed to make it better?”

“No.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Good. Do not become easy.”

He hated how often she made anger feel like instruction.

They rode on.

By noon, the road had climbed out of the wetlands and entered rolling countryside broken by old stone walls, wind-bent trees, and abandoned watchtowers from wars that had probably changed names several times. The next city-state lay two or three days east, according to the road markers. The Free Cities were not one nation, Mourne had explained. They were a quarrelling chain of city-states bound by trade, rivalry, treaties, old grudges, and a shared belief that everyone else was trying to rob them.

“Are they wrong?” Max had asked.

“No.”

The road grew busier for a time. Merchant carts. Drovers. A troop of blue-ribbon mercenaries. A priestess of some river god carried in a covered litter. Then, after the noon meal, the traffic thinned.

Mourne grew quieter.

That was saying something.

Her helmet turned often toward the north side of the road. Then east. Then northeast again. Her horse’s ears pricked, though not at sounds Max could hear.

Finally, she stopped on a rise overlooking a shallow valley.

Max reined in beside her.

“What is it?”

Mourne did not answer immediately.

She removed one gauntlet.

Not the clawed one.

Her pale hand lifted to the air. Her fingers spread slightly.

Max watched.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the nails darkened.

Only slightly.

Black lines spread beneath her skin, branching like ink veins toward her wrist. Her fingertips sharpened, not into full claws but into something less human. Her nostrils flared.

Demonification.

Controlled.

Minimal.

Her red visor faced the valley.

“I can smell it now,” she said.

Max straightened despite the pain in his ribs. “The relic?”

“The trace. Faint. Old. Hungry.”

“Then we’re closer.”

“Yes.”

The word should have felt like progress.

Instead, Max’s stomach tightened.

Mourne lowered her hand. The black lines receded.

“The book was spoor,” she said. “It passed through Velm because something connected to the relic moved near there or through someone who knew where to send it.”

“Where is the trace leading?”

“East.”

“The next city-state?”

“Likely.”

“Then we go there?”

“Yes.”

She turned her horse back toward the road.

They had ridden less than another hour when Mourne stopped again.

This time, the change in her was immediate.

Her helmet snapped toward the trees south of the road.

The black horse bared its teeth.

Max felt nothing at first.

Only wind.

Mud.

Cold.

The ache in his side.

Then something reached him.

Not the relic.

Something else.

A smell carried by the wind.

Smoke. Blood. Wet fur. Waste.

And fear.

Not the clean, sharp fear of a fight.

Thick fear.

Stale fear.

Fear that had been trapped in one place too long.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet tightened on the reins.

“The scent is muddled.”

Max swallowed. “By what?”

“Wolf blood. Human terror. Violation.”

The last word was quiet.

Max did not understand for half a breath.

Then he did.

His stomach went cold.

Mourne turned her horse off the road.

“Knight?”

“Quiet.”

Max followed.

They moved into the trees.

The land sloped downward into a narrow stretch of woodland between the road and a stream. The trees were bare, their branches tangled overhead. Mud sucked at the horses’ hooves. Mourne’s black horse moved silently despite the ground. Max’s did not, but Mourne kept a slower pace so he could avoid the worst of the noise.

The smell grew stronger.

Smoke.

Blood.

Wolf.

Human waste.

Fear.

Max’s hollow hunger stirred uneasily.

Not wanting.

Recoiling.

Good.

He kept one hand on the halberd.

Mourne lifted one clawed hand.

Stop.

Max stopped.

Through the trees ahead, firelight flickered.

Voices.

Laughter.

A scream cut off too quickly.

Max went rigid.

Mourne dismounted.

No sound.

She touched the black horse’s neck.

“Stay until called.”

The horse’s pale eyes shifted toward the firelight.

Its lips peeled back.

Mourne looked at Max.

“Dismount.”

He did.

Carefully. Too slowly. His side pulled and he almost hissed through his teeth, but he kept quiet.

They moved on foot to the edge of the clearing.

Max saw the camp.

For a moment, his mind refused to understand it.

There were wagons. Two of them, overturned near the stream. Merchant wagons, by the look. One wheel broken. Goods scattered across mud: cloth bundles, cracked barrels, spilled grain, a child’s wooden horse snapped in half.

Bodies lay nearby.

Two men.

One elderly.

One younger.

Both dead.

Around the fires moved werewolves.

Not fully transformed into the towering war-shapes Yarrow had described, but not human either. Hybrid forms. Long-limbed. Fur along arms, necks, and backs. Snouts extended. Teeth too large. Claws flexing. Some wore scraps of clothing, belts, weapons. One had a necklace of human fingers.

There were six of them visible.

Maybe more beyond the firelight.

The prisoners were tied near the wagons.

Three women. Two men. A boy perhaps twelve. Another child huddled beneath a torn cloak.

Some were bleeding.

Some were barely dressed.

One woman lay curled on the ground, shaking silently while a werewolf crouched near her and laughed with its muzzle wet.

Max’s vision narrowed.

The world became very quiet.

He had seen cruelty.

Veller’s office. Bran’s club. The magistrate. Blackhold. Death rings. Goblin den. House Valcrist.

This was different.

There was no doctrine here.

No test.

No war.

Only predators enjoying that prey could still understand what was happening.

His hand tightened on the halberd until the leather creaked.

Absorb Emotion stirred.

Anger.

Rage.

Disgust.

Fear.

He almost swallowed all of it.

Mourne’s hand touched his breastplate.

“No.”

Max dragged in a breath.

It shook.

“Useful,” she whispered. “Not blind.”

One of the werewolves near the fire lifted its head.

Sniffed.

Mourne smiled.

It was not human.

“Too late,” she said.

Then she walked into the clearing.

Not charged.

Walked.

The werewolf by the fire turned first.

Its yellow eyes narrowed.

Then it saw the red cloak.

The black armour.

The skulls.

It laughed.

“Little knight,” it growled.

The others turned.

One held a rusted axe. Another a curved knife. Two had only claws. One stood taller than the rest, shoulders massive, muzzle scarred, fur dark along its spine. The leader, perhaps.

Mourne stopped at the edge of the firelight.

Max stepped beside her, halberd ready, every injury forgotten for the moment.

The prisoners stared.

One of the tied men began to sob with relief.

The scarred werewolf tilted its head.

“Red Cloak,” it said. “Long way from your wall.”

Mourne’s helmet tilted.

“Werewolf pack. Unregistered. Criminal predation. Torture. Murder. Violation of civilians. Road assault.”

The werewolf’s mouth opened in a grin.

“Big words.”

Mourne lifted her clawed gauntlet.

“Small grave.”

The leader snarled.

Everything happened at once.

Mourne whistled.

The sound was sharp, low, and wrong.

Behind Max, the forest answered.

Hooves struck mud.

The black horse exploded into the clearing.

Not ran.

Exploded.

Its mane ignited.

Black flames streamed backward from its neck. Its eyes burned pale blue-white. Smoke poured from its nostrils. Its teeth lengthened into a predator’s grin. Each hoof left a smoking print in the mud.

Max stared for half a heartbeat.

Nightmare.

The word came from old orphanage stories. Dark horses that carried wicked things. Dream-eaters. Hell-stable beasts. Children told to sleep or the nightmare would come and step on their chests.

Mourne’s horse was a nightmare.

It hit the nearest werewolf like a charging war engine.

Hooves crushed ribs.

The werewolf screamed.

The nightmare bit down on its shoulder and tore away fur, flesh, and bone in one savage motion.

Mourne moved with it.

She crossed the clearing faster than Max could follow, claws out, red cloak snapping behind her. Her body changed as she ran. One arm lengthened. Fingers became demonic talons beneath the metal gauntlet. Black ridges rose along her forearm. Her helm remained fixed forward, red visor burning.

The werewolves reacted too slowly.

The first died without understanding the fight had started.

Mourne opened its throat and spine in one motion.

The second lunged at her.

She ducked under its claws, stepped inside, and drove her clawed hand beneath its ribs.

It howled.

She lifted.

For one impossible moment, the werewolf hung from her gauntlet.

Then she threw it into the fire.

Max moved.

Not as fast.

Not as clean.

But he moved.

A werewolf with a curved knife came at him low, laughing, claws digging into mud.

Max set the halberd.

Cold iron point forward.

The werewolf saw the metal and tried to twist aside.

Too late.

Max thrust into its shoulder.

Cold iron met cursed flesh.

The reaction was violent.

The werewolf screamed as steam burst from the wound. Its skin blackened around the blade. Freezing Cut triggered, frost racing along fur before vanishing beneath the heat of its blood.

The creature still came on.

Werewolves healed fast.

Yarrow’s voice: Do not rely on ordinary wounds.

Cold iron was not ordinary.

But neither was the werewolf’s strength.

It slammed into Max.

His armour took the impact, Durability V holding, but his injured ribs screamed. He staggered back. Steady Stance kept him upright. Iron Grip kept the halberd in his hands as the werewolf grabbed the shaft and tried to wrench it away.

Its strength was prodigious.

Max’s hands burned with effort.

Iron Grip held.

Grasp held.

His shoulder did not.

Pain flashed white.

He absorbed the excess.

Not all.

Enough.

He let the werewolf pull, stepped with it, and drove his plated knee into its wounded shoulder.

It snarled.

Its jaws snapped inches from his visor.

Clear Vision kept the teeth sharp in his sight.

Too close.

Max released one hand from the shaft, drew a wooden stake from his belt instead of the silver dagger he no longer had, and jammed it into the creature’s mouth sideways.

Not a killing blow.

Not against a werewolf.

But wood and holy engraving burned its tongue.

The werewolf recoiled with a strangled howl.

Max ripped the halberd free and cut across its thigh.

Cold iron bit.

Freezing Cut slowed.

He hooked behind the knee and pulled.

This time it fell.

Max reversed the weapon and drove the spear point down through its throat into the mud.

Steam rose.

The werewolf thrashed, claws scraping his breastplate, gouging lines into cold iron.

Durability V held.

Max leaned harder.

The creature stopped moving.

He looked up.

Mourne was a storm.

The nightmare fought beside her like something born from the same bad dream.

A werewolf leapt for Mourne’s back.

The nightmare kicked it midair.

Both rear hooves struck its chest.

The impact broke it backward around the blow, sending it crashing into a wagon wheel. Before it could recover, the horse lunged and bit into its neck.

Mourne tore through another.

Her claws flashed black and silver. Her movements were not human. Not even vampire-fast alone. Demonification bent her joints where needed, changed her balance, gave her reach that should not have fit her small frame.

The leader watched only long enough to understand it was losing.

Then it turned toward the prisoners.

Max saw the choice happen.

If it could not win, it would kill what they had come to save.

“Left!” Max shouted.

Mourne was too far.

The nightmare had another werewolf beneath its hooves.

Max ran.

His armour was heavy.

Fleet of Foot helped.

Not enough.

The scarred leader reached the tied prisoners first.

One clawed hand seized the boy by the hair and lifted him.

The child screamed.

Max’s vision went red around the edges.

Absorb Emotion surged.

He swallowed the excess fury before it blinded him, leaving enough anger to move.

Useful.

Not blind.

He threw the halberd.

Not well.

Not with Perrin’s speed or Hale’s precision.

But with both hands, with Iron Grip releasing only when he meant it, with every scrap of strength and rage he had.

The cold iron halberd spun once.

The blade struck the leader’s back.

Not deep enough to kill.

Deep enough to burn.

The werewolf dropped the boy and screamed.

Max drew the second stake and charged because he had no weapon and apparently Ilven’s instructions had died somewhere behind him.

The leader turned.

Max realised, very clearly, that this had been stupid.

The werewolf backhanded him.

The blow struck his helm.

Clear Vision became sparks.

The world spun.

He hit the mud hard enough to drive breath from his lungs. Pain burst through his skull, shoulder, ribs. The healing Ilven had done strained under fresh damage.

The leader stepped over him, muzzle curled.

Its claws closed around Max’s breastplate.

It lifted him halfway from the ground.

The cold iron burned its palms, but it ignored the pain.

“Little iron,” it snarled.

Max still had the stake.

He drove it into the werewolf’s eye.

The holy symbol flared white.

The werewolf screamed and dropped him.

Max hit the mud again.

This time, something in his side tore.

He tasted blood.

The leader staggered back, one eye ruined, smoke pouring from the socket. It reached for him again.

Mourne arrived.

No warning.

No shout.

One moment the leader towered over Max.

The next, Mourne was on its back, claws sunk into its shoulders, knees locked around its spine. Her helmet was gone. Her red eyes blazed. Her mouth had changed, fangs longer, jaw wider, black veins crawling beneath her pale skin.

The werewolf roared and tried to throw her off.

She bit it.

Not at the throat.

At the back of the neck.

Her fangs sank in.

The leader froze.

Every muscle locked.

Mourne’s eyes darkened.

For a heartbeat, Max thought she was feeding.

Then the werewolf’s body convulsed.

Mourne tore her head back, ripping out a mouthful of blood and blackened flesh. Her claws crossed at its throat.

She pulled.

The head came free.

The leader’s body collapsed beside Max.

Mourne landed lightly in the mud.

For several seconds, the clearing was silent except for the nightmare’s breathing and the crackle of the fire.

Then one of the prisoners began sobbing.

Mourne spat the werewolf blood into the mud.

It smoked.

Max pushed himself onto one elbow.

Pain made the clearing tilt.

“Mourne,” he managed.

She looked down at him.

“You were healed yesterday,” she said.

“I noticed.”

“You are injured again.”

“I noticed that too.”

“Why did you throw your weapon?”

“Child.”

Mourne looked toward the boy, who was crawling toward one of the women.

Then back at Max.

“Acceptable.”

Max let his head fall back into the mud.

The nightmare stepped into view above him.

Its mane still burned with black flame. Its pale eyes looked down at him with clear disdain. Blood dripped from its teeth.

Max stared.

“What,” he said weakly, “is your horse?”

Mourne wiped blood from her mouth with the back of one hand.

“A nightmare.”

Max closed his eyes.

“I thought those were stories.”

“They are.”

He opened one eye.

Mourne’s mouth curved faintly, fangs still too long.

“Some stories have teeth.”

The nightmare snorted smoke into Max’s face.

He coughed and regretted it immediately.

Mourne stepped over the dead werewolf leader and retrieved Max’s halberd from its back. She pulled it free with one hand, shook blood from the blade, and planted the butt in the mud beside him.

“Do not throw this again unless you are certain you can stand afterward.”

Max looked at the rescued boy.

Then at her.

“I wasn’t.”

“Then do not do it often.”

That was probably as close to approval as he was getting.

The prisoners were alive.

Not unharmed.

Not whole.

But alive.

Mourne moved among them with brutal practicality. She cut ropes. Checked wounds. Asked short questions. Ignored tears when they interfered with answers. Killed one werewolf that still twitched near the wagon by driving her clawed gauntlet through its skull.

Max sat up slowly.

Bad idea.

He did it anyway.

His head throbbed. His ribs burned. His shoulder had reopened. Blood trickled down his side beneath the armour. Ilven was going to be furious if he ever found out.

Mourne crouched by the woman who had been curled on the ground. Her voice changed.

Not soft.

Never soft.

But lower.

“No one here will touch you again,” she said.

The woman shook violently.

Mourne removed her own tattered red cloak and placed it over her shoulders.

Max looked away.

Not because of shame.

Because some things did not need an audience.

The nightmare walked the edge of the clearing, sniffing at corpses. One werewolf body twitched too much. The horse stamped once. The skull burst beneath its hoof.

Max decided never to annoy the horse.

When Mourne returned to him, her armour was splashed with blood and mud. Her face had shifted back toward normal, though the fangs remained visible.

“How many werewolves?” she asked.

Max blinked.

“Six visible. Leader. Maybe seven total.”

“Eight. One fled before contact.”

Max cursed softly.

Mourne nodded. “Good. Remember it.”

“You’re letting it go?”

“For now.”

“It’ll kill again.”

“Yes.”

“Then why—”

“Because you cannot ride hard, the civilians cannot be abandoned, and the relic trace is already muddled. This is the lesson again.”

Max hated the lesson before she named it.

“Discrimination.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the bodies.

The prisoners.

The dead merchants.

The boy.

The woman in Mourne’s cloak.

“Does the goal make this easier too?”

Mourne followed his gaze.

For once, she did not answer immediately.

“No,” she said at last. “This remains ugly.”

Max let out a slow breath.

That helped.

A little.

Mourne stood.

“We secure the living. Burn the dead werewolves. Mark the merchants for road burial. Then we ride.”

Max looked up at her.

“Ride? I’m bleeding.”

“Yes.”

“You said we can’t ride hard.”

“We will ride slowly.”

The nightmare looked at him again.

Max looked back.

Its mane burned lower now, black flame fading into ordinary shadow. Without the fire, it almost looked like a horse again.

Almost.

“Does it have a name?” Max asked.

Mourne glanced at the nightmare.

“Grief.”

Max stared.

The nightmare bared its sharp teeth.

“Of course it is,” Max muttered.

Mourne held out one hand to help him up.

Her fingers were cold.

Max took them.

She pulled him to his feet with insulting ease.

Pain flared.

He did not absorb all of it.

He needed the warning.

He needed the anger too.

Behind them, the rescued civilians clung to each other beside the ruined wagons. The dead werewolves smoked where cold iron had opened them. Mourne’s red cloak covered the shaking woman’s shoulders.

The relic’s trail waited somewhere east.

Muddled, but not gone.

Max picked up his halberd.

This time, he kept it in his hands.

            

    
        The Temple of the Sun

    
    
    
    
                The freed prisoners slowed them for three days.

No one said it aloud.

Not Max.

Not Mourne.

Not the prisoners.

But everyone knew.

The road east should have taken two days at most. The next city-state lay along the trade route beyond the low hills, close enough that merchants spoke of it as an easy ride if the weather held and no one tried to rob them.

The weather did not hold.

And robbers had already found them.

Worse than robbers.

Werewolves.

The survivors from the broken wagons could not move quickly. Two of them had deep wounds. One man’s arm hung in a sling made from torn wagon cloth. The older woman limped with every step, her ankle swollen and dark. The boy Max had saved barely spoke. The younger child cried whenever the trees grew too close to the road.

The woman Mourne had covered with her red cloak walked with her head down and both hands clenched around the fabric.

She did not give it back.

Mourne did not ask.

That surprised Max more than it should have.

They burned the werewolf bodies before leaving the camp. Mourne made Max help despite his reopened injuries. Cold iron took a long time to stop smoking after cutting cursed flesh. The bodies burned worse than goblins had. Greasier. Hotter. The smell clung to Max’s armour and hair until even the rain could not wash it out.

The dead merchants were buried beside the road beneath cairns of stone.

Not properly, perhaps.

But enough that the survivors could kneel.

Enough that names were spoken.

Darin.

Vos.

Marta.

Reil.

A little girl named Fea who had died before Mourne and Max arrived.

Max stood apart while the names were said.

He did not know them.

He remembered them anyway.

Mourne watched from beside Grief, her nightmare horse standing still as a carved thing with pale eyes. The survivors kept far away from it. Max kept less far away than he wanted to, mostly because refusing to go near Mourne’s horse forever seemed impractical.

Grief noticed.

Grief always noticed.

By the end of the first day after the rescue, Max’s shoulder had bled through the padding beneath his armour again.

Mourne stopped them before sunset and checked the wound herself.

Her hands were cold and efficient.

“You tore what Ilven sealed.”

“I was hit by a werewolf.”

“You were hit because you charged without a weapon.”

“I threw it at the leader.”

“Yes.”

“To save the boy.”

“Yes.”

Max waited for the correction.

Mourne tightened the bandage hard enough to make him hiss.

“Saving someone once is poor comfort if you die before saving them twice.”

“That sounds like you saying I should not have done it.”

“No.”

Max looked at her.

She fastened the bandage and sat back on her heels.

“It means next time, throw better or move faster.”

Max stared.

Then, despite the pain, laughed once.

Mourne looked at him for too long.

“What?”

“You are less annoying when injured.”

“That might be because I have less breath.”

“Then we have found an advantage.”

He almost laughed again.

Almost.

They travelled slowly after that.

Mourne rode ahead and ranged back often, sometimes vanishing into the trees for minutes at a time before returning without explanation. Grief carried extra supplies salvaged from the wagons, though the nightmare made every civilian nervous enough that no one wanted to walk beside it.

Max rode near the centre of the group.

At first, he thought Mourne placed him there because he was injured.

Then he realised it was because the survivors watched him more easily than they watched her.

Mourne frightened them.

Max did too, in his cold iron armour, with a halberd that still smelled faintly of demon ash and werewolf blood. But he was young. Human. Bleeding. He had saved the boy. That made him less like a nightmare and more like something people could speak to if desperation forced them.

The boy’s name was Tavin.

He told Max on the second morning.

Quietly.

As if names were things that could be stolen if spoken too loudly.

“Thank you,” Tavin said.

Max remembered Mourne’s lessons on gratitude and thresholds.

Then remembered this was not ritual space, Tavin was not a demon, and sometimes a thank you was only a frightened boy trying to survive what came after.

“You’re welcome,” Max said.

Tavin looked at his halberd. “Are you a knight?”

“No.”

“You look like one.”

“I’m a partner-candidate.”

“What’s that?”

Max thought about it.

“A recruit with more ways to die.”

Tavin blinked.

Then, unexpectedly, smiled.

Only a little.

It vanished quickly.

Max decided it still counted.

Mourne said nothing about the exchange, but later, when they stopped to water the horses, she glanced at him.

“You should not let gratitude become a chain.”

Max rubbed at his aching shoulder. “It was a scared child saying thank you.”

“Yes.”

“Not everything is a demon trick.”

“No.” Mourne looked toward the road ahead. “That is why demon tricks work.”

The second night, they camped in the shell of an old tollhouse. Max took first watch despite Mourne telling him to sleep.

He lasted half an hour before she stepped from the dark behind him and said, “You are swaying.”

“I’m fine.”

“You are lying badly.”

“I’m awake.”

“You are vertical. Different condition.”

She made him sleep.

He did not argue much.

Not because he had become wise.

Because standing hurt.

On the third afternoon, the next city-state appeared.

It rose from a bend in the river where three trade roads met.

If Velm had been grey rings, canals, and crossed silver keys, this city was pale stone and high bridges. Its walls were cream-coloured, washed by rain and age. Tall watchtowers rose like candles along the outer ring, each capped with copper roofs gone green from weather. Flags flew from the towers: a white bridge on a field of amber.

The river split before the city, running in two broad channels around a stone island on which the oldest district had been built. Bridges connected everything: wide merchant bridges, narrow footbridges, covered noble bridges with glass windows, and one immense arched span leading to the main gate.

“Caldris,” Mourne said.

Max looked at the city. “Another city-state?”

“Yes.”

“Independent?”

“Loudly.”

“From the Emperor?”

“Officially.”

“The God King?”

“Religiously complicated.”

“That sounds like no.”

“It sounds like Caldris.”

The freed prisoners reacted to the sight of the city with relief so sharp it almost hurt to watch. Some cried. One man dropped to his knees in the mud. The woman in Mourne’s cloak covered her mouth with both hands.

Caldris guards met them before the bridge.

They wore amber cloaks over steel breastplates and carried long spears with hooked side blades. Their captain had a white bridge painted across her helmet.

She looked first at the survivors.

Then at Mourne.

Then at Grief.

Her spear lowered half an inch before she caught herself.

“State your business.”

Mourne replied, “Red Order. Rescued civilians from werewolf predation on the western road. Require healer, shelter, and magistrate record.”

The captain’s expression changed.

Not softened exactly.

But the survivors became her concern before Mourne did.

She gestured to two guards. “Take them to the bridgehouse infirmary. Send for a clerk. And a priest.”

Mourne said, “No priest for statements until healers see them.”

The captain stiffened. “In Caldris, priests assist—”

“In Caldris, traumatised witnesses may forget details after three well-meaning sermons and a cup of blessed wine,” Mourne said. “Healers first. Clerk second. Priest third.”

The captain looked angry.

Then looked at the survivors again.

The boy Tavin had begun shaking at the word priest.

The captain saw it.

“Healers first,” she said.

Max liked her slightly for that.

The survivors were taken through a side gate beneath the main bridge. Tavin looked back once and lifted one hand. Max nodded. The woman in Mourne’s red cloak did not look back at all.

Mourne watched until they disappeared.

Then she turned her horse toward the main gate.

Max followed.

“Will they be safe?” he asked.

“No.”

He should have expected that.

“Safer?”

“Yes.”

That would have to be enough.

Caldris felt different from Velm the moment they crossed the bridge.

Velm had pressed in from every side, crowded and damp, all canals and leaning houses. Caldris rose upward. Its streets climbed in terraces from the river island, connected by stairs, ramps, bridges, and archways. Water ran everywhere in narrow channels beside the roads, clean and fast. Stone houses had carved lintels and painted shutters. Bells rang from towers at different heights, answering one another across the city.

It was beautiful.

That made Max distrust it immediately.

Mourne did not give him time to stare.

“We search before night.”

“You can smell the relic?”

“I could.”

“Could?”

Her helmet turned slightly.

“The werewolf camp muddled the trace.”

Max frowned. “Because of the blood?”

“Blood. Fear. Violation. Fire. Cursed flesh. Nightmare smoke. Your injuries. The book. Too many hungers crossing one another.”

“That sounds bad.”

“It is inconvenient.”

Only Mourne could make a lost demonic relic trail sound like a delayed carriage.

They began in the lower river district.

Mourne rode slowly along the canals and warehouse streets, sometimes pausing near bridges or old doorways. Max watched the people while she watched things he could not see.

Dockworkers unloaded barrels from flat-bottomed boats. Fishermen shouted prices. Children carried baskets of river eels. Amber-cloaked guards patrolled in pairs. A group of monks in white-and-gold robes walked along the water, ringing tiny bells as they passed each bridge.

Max noticed the symbols.

The God King’s crowned sun appeared everywhere.

Not as much as in temple towns, but enough.

Carved above some doors. Painted on bridge stones. Hung as small gold charms from shop awnings. A city-state, Mourne had said. Religiously complicated.

He wondered how complicated independence could be when the God King’s symbol still watched from half the walls.

Mourne stopped at a drainage arch where water from the streets poured into a covered channel leading beneath the city.

“Sewers,” she said.

Max looked at the dark opening.

“Of course.”

The sewers of Caldris were better built than Velm’s underways and somehow less comforting. Pale stone tunnels carried water beneath vaulted ceilings. Iron grates divided channels. Narrow walkways ran along the sides, slick with moss. The smell was not as foul as Max expected, thanks to the fast river water constantly flushing through, but there was still enough rot to remind him where he was.

Mourne moved ahead on foot, helmet tilted slightly downward.

Grief remained above with a stable hand who looked as if he had begun reconsidering every choice that led him there.

Max followed with the halberd ready.

His armour scraped occasionally against the tunnel walls. Clear Vision helped in the dimness. Soft Step did not do much against plate on wet stone, but Fleet of Foot helped him recover when his boots slipped.

Mourne touched one claw to a wall.

Then another.

Then crouched beside a place where black residue clung beneath a grate.

Max tensed. “Demonic?”

“Old lamp oil.”

“Oh.”

“Still toxic.”

He stepped away.

They searched for two hours.

They found rat nests, smuggler marks, three hidden doors, a dead dog, a cache of stolen amber-cloak helmets, and one shrine made of fish bones and copper coins.

They did not find the relic.

Nor its scent.

At one point, Max felt something strange behind a brick wall and warned Mourne. She listened, then had him describe it.

“Cold,” he said. “Not dead. Waiting.”

Mourne opened the hidden panel with one claw.

Behind it sat a clay jar full of teeth.

Human, maybe.

Maybe not.

Mourne stared at it.

Max stared at it.

The jar did nothing.

“Profane?” he asked.

“Superstition.”

“Safe?”

“No.”

She closed the panel and marked the wall with a line of black chalk.

“City wardens can enjoy that.”

They left the sewers near sunset.

No scent.

Next came the merchant district.

Caldris merchants operated from bridge houses, riverfront counting halls, and covered arcades where money moved under painted ceilings. Mourne ignored the grandest shops first and went to the places that smelled of hidden trade: warehouses without signs, moneylenders behind shuttered windows, spice dealers with too many guards, antiquarians who pretended their goods had legal histories.

Max listened as she asked questions.

Not loudly.

Not kindly.

“Old relics.”

“Demonic books.”

“Valcrist.”

“Cracked tower.”

“Hungry object.”

“Lead-wrapped parcel.”

“Velm.”

“Who bought from whom?”

Most merchants denied knowledge.

Some denied too quickly.

One tried to leave through a back door and found Mourne already waiting there despite never having moved from the front of the shop, which Max decided not to question because the man answered better afterward.

They found rumours.

A lead-lined box came through Caldris three weeks ago.

No, two weeks.

No, never.

A noble courier from Velm bought passage east.

A priest purchased old battlefield relics from a bankrupt collector.

A masked woman paid in black coin for a sealed bundle near the Amber Bridge.

A book passed through.

A ring passed through.

A child’s coffin passed through with no child inside.

Everyone had heard something.

No one knew enough.

Or no one admitted it.

By the time they reached the last counting house, Max’s shoulder throbbed and his patience had thinned dangerously.

The merchant there was a round man with jeweled fingers and a beard oiled into a point. He smiled at Mourne as if she were a difficult customer instead of a vampire knight with skulls at her belt.

“I assure you, Knight, no such object has passed through my ledgers.”

Mourne looked at him.

He continued smiling.

Max felt it then.

A faint pressure.

Not the relic.

Not demonic.

Lie.

He was improving, or the merchant was bad at it.

Max said, “He has a hidden ledger.”

The merchant’s smile faltered.

Mourne did not turn.

“Where?”

Max looked around the room.

Shelves. Desk. Lockbox. Wall safe too obvious. Floorboards polished.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred toward secrets.

He focused.

Not reaching to take.

Just sensing the absence.

“There,” he said, pointing at a painting of a white bridge over an amber river.

Mourne crossed the room and lifted the painting.

Behind it was a narrow door with three locks.

The merchant sat very still.

Mourne looked back at him.

“Key.”

He gave it.

The hidden ledger contained smuggling routes, bribed officials, illegal toll adjustments, and payments for objects moved without questions.

None matched the relic.

Mourne closed the book.

Max frowned. “But he was hiding something.”

“Yes.”

“But not our thing.”

“Yes.”

The merchant looked hopeful.

Mourne took the hidden ledger anyway.

“For the city magistrate,” she said.

The merchant stopped looking hopeful.

They searched the noble district after dark.

Caldris’s noble houses were built on the upper terraces, connected by private bridges and guarded gates. Unlike Velm’s High Ring, Caldris did not hide wealth behind quiet walls. It displayed it. Lanterns burned in coloured glass. Water gardens reflected moonlight. Marble statues stood at crossroads. Each house seemed determined to prove it had inherited dignity rather than purchased it.

People were even more nervous here.

Red Cloaks in noble districts always meant one of three things, Mourne said.

A scandal already happening.

A scandal about to happen.

Or something worse than scandal.

They questioned gatekeepers, stewards, two minor lords, a widow with a collection of relic coins, and a young nobleman who nearly fainted when Grief smiled at his hunting dogs.

No scent.

No relic.

No hunger.

Only fear, expensive perfume, political lies, and one cursed mirror Mourne smashed without asking permission.

The owner shouted until the thing inside the mirror shouted back in his mother’s voice.

Then he stopped shouting.

Max watched the broken glass hiss on the floor.

“Was that connected?”

“No,” Mourne said.

“Then why break it?”

“Because it was cursed.”

The nobleman stared at the shards. “That was a family heirloom.”

Mourne looked at him.

“Now it is a family lesson.”

They left before his outrage recovered.

By the time they returned to the street, Max’s legs felt heavy enough that even Fleet of Foot could not pretend otherwise. The city lights blurred at the edges of his vision. His shoulder had stiffened. His ribs ached with every breath.

Mourne stopped beneath an archway between two noble bridges.

Rain pattered softly on the stone above.

She stood still for a long time.

Max waited.

“Nothing?” he asked.

“Nothing useful.”

“The scent is gone?”

“Not gone.” Mourne’s clawed fingers flexed once. “Buried.”

“By what?”

“City.”

Max looked out at Caldris.

At the bridges, towers, lights, water channels, noble houses, merchant halls, sewers, shrines, guards, secrets.

He understood.

Too many lives.

Too many bargains.

Too many thresholds.

Too many lies.

A relic that smelled of hunger could hide in a city filled with want.

“What now?” he asked.

Mourne did not answer immediately.

That made him uneasy.

When Mourne knew where to hunt, she moved. When she did not, the world felt less stable.

Finally, she said, “We seek help.”

Max looked at her.

“You?”

“Yes.”

“From who?”

Mourne turned her helmet toward the highest terrace of the city.

Max followed her gaze.

There, above the noble bridges and merchant towers, rose a temple.

It dominated the upper city.

White stone. Gold roof. Seven narrow towers arranged around a central dome. At the top of the dome, catching the last light of day despite the clouds, stood the crowned sun of the God King.

Max went cold.

“No.”

Mourne’s visor turned back to him.

It was not a question.

He looked at the temple again.

The last time he had gone to a temple of the God King, he had been sixteen, hungry for a future, and foolish enough to kneel in prayer before awakening.

The System had opened.

Absorption had appeared.

Everything after had followed.

The orphanage. The street. The theft. The jail. The magistrate. The mines that never came. Blackhold. Death. Hunger.

“No,” Max said again, quieter.

Mourne watched him.

“Explain.”

“I don’t like temples.”

“I did not ask if you liked them.”

“That temple belongs to the God King.”

“Yes.”

“I awakened in one.”

“Yes.”

“You read my file.”

“Yes.”

His jaw tightened. “Then you know.”

“I know you associate the temple with abandonment, judgement, hunger, and the beginning of your usefulness.”

Max stared at her.

That had been too clean.

Too accurate.

Mourne continued. “We are still going.”

“Why would they help us?”

“Because the God King’s priests dislike demons more than they dislike Red Cloaks.”

“Do they?”

“Usually.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It is not meant to be.”

Max looked toward the temple.

The crowned sun gleamed above the dome.

He remembered kneeling on cold stone in Greystone, listening to other orphans whisper prayers. Remembered the menu appearing. The word Absorption. No abilities. No skills. No guidance. Remembered walking back with something new inside him and being thrown out before the day ended.

His hollow hunger stirred.

Not toward the temple.

Toward the memory.

He did not absorb it.

He let it hurt.

“Good,” Mourne said.

Max looked at her sharply.

“You felt that?”

“I saw you refuse to flee from it.”

“That’s different.”

“Yes. Better.”

They climbed toward the temple.

The streets grew cleaner with every terrace. Poorer shrines gave way to polished sun-discs set into walls. Beggars thinned out, then vanished entirely. Temple guards appeared at the lower stair: men and women in white cloaks over mail, carrying sun-headed polearms.

They saw Mourne.

Hands tightened.

They saw Max in cold iron.

Eyes narrowed.

They saw the red cloak.

One guard left at a run up the stairs.

Mourne did not slow.

The main stair was wide enough for twenty people abreast, each step carved with lines of prayer script. Max tried not to read them. He was not sure if that counted as superstition or caution.

Halfway up, bells began to ring.

Not alarm bells.

Temple bells.

Deep, golden, resonant.

The sound vibrated in Max’s armour.

Mourne’s pace remained unchanged, but Grief snorted smoke and tossed its head.

“You’re bringing the nightmare?” Max asked.

“To the temple gate.”

“They’ll love that.”

“They will endure it.”

The temple plaza opened before them.

It was vast, paved in pale stone veined with gold. A fountain burned at its centre — actual golden flame rising from water without smoke. Pilgrims stood around it, praying, whispering, or staring at Mourne with open terror.

The temple doors were enormous, carved with the God King’s victories. Max saw armies kneeling. Monsters burning. A crowned figure raising one hand beneath a sun.

He looked away.

A group of priests emerged from the doors.

White-and-gold robes. Sun medallions. Shaved heads. Calm faces.

At their centre walked a bishop.

Max knew it without needing to be told.

The bishop was an older man with dark skin, a silver beard, and eyes the colour of polished amber. His robes were heavier than the others’, embroidered with gold thread in patterns of flame and rays. Around his neck hung a large crowned sun set with a red gem at its heart.

He did not look afraid.

That was the second thing Max noticed.

The first was that the temple flame leaned toward Mourne as she approached.

Not away.

Toward.

As if curious.

Mourne stopped at the edge of the plaza.

Max stopped beside her.

Grief bared its teeth at the nearest temple guard.

The guard went pale but held formation.

The bishop looked at the nightmare.

Then at the skulls chained to Mourne’s belt.

Then at Max.

His gaze lingered on the number still marked on Max’s gear.

Finally, he looked at Mourne’s red visor.

“Knight Vaelith Mourne,” the bishop said.

His voice was deep and calm.

“Bishop,” Mourne replied.

“You bring blood, cold iron, a nightmare, and a frightened boy to the Sun’s house.”

Max stiffened.

Mourne tilted her helmet.

“I bring a hunt.”

The bishop’s amber eyes sharpened.

Around the plaza, the priests went still.

The golden flame in the fountain burned higher.

“What do you hunt?” the bishop asked.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet flexed once.

“Something old,” she said. “Something hungry. Something your god may prefer found before it finds a congregation.”

The bishop stared at her for several long seconds.

Then he stepped aside and gestured toward the temple doors.

“Then enter,” he said. “And speak carefully.”

            

    
        The Inquisitor

    
    
    
    
                The temple swallowed them in gold.

Max had expected warmth.

He was wrong.

The inside of the God King’s temple was not warm. It was bright. There was a difference. Warmth invited. Brightness judged.

White stone pillars rose toward a domed ceiling painted with a golden sun surrounded by kneeling kings. Thin windows of amber glass filled the vast hall with coloured light, turning every polished surface into a blade of reflected dawn. Gold lines ran through the floor in the shape of sun rays, all leading to the central altar.

The altar stood beneath the dome.

A great block of white marble, carved with crowns, flames, swords, and open eyes.

Behind it rose a statue of the God King.

Not life-sized.

Not close.

The statue towered over the hall, crowned in gold, one hand lifted in blessing, the other resting on the hilt of a sword. His face was beautiful, stern, and too perfect to be comforting. Around his head, a halo of metal rays spread outward like a weaponised sun.

Max tried not to look at it.

That only made him more aware of it.

Mourne walked beside him without slowing.

Her black armour looked like a stain in the middle of the temple. Her red cloak, torn and dark, dragged over white stone. The three skulls at her belt clicked softly with each step.

Every priest they passed watched her.

Some with fear.

Some with disgust.

Some with fascination.

Max understood all three.

The bishop led them into a side chamber off the main hall. It was smaller, though still larger than any room in the orphanage had been. Shelves lined the walls, filled with scrolls, reliquaries, sealed jars, and gold-bound books. A round table stood at the centre beneath a hanging lamp filled with steady white flame.

Two temple guards remained outside the door.

Grief had not been allowed inside.

The nightmare waited in the plaza, which Max suspected would do nothing to improve the temple guards’ mood.

The bishop took a seat at the table.

Mourne did not.

Neither did Max.

The bishop folded his hands before him. His amber eyes moved from Mourne’s helmet to the satchel at her side.

“You said something old,” he said.

“I did.”

“Something hungry.”

“Yes.”

“Something that disturbed wards.”

“The Ashridge wards.”

The bishop’s expression shifted.

Only slightly.

But Max saw it.

The Ashridge wards mattered to him.

Mourne saw it too, of course.

The bishop leaned back. “Those wards were not set lightly.”

“No.”

“Nor recently.”

“No.”

Max glanced between them.

The Ashridge wards had been another thing he had accepted without understanding. Blackhold had them. Mourne had given blood to them. Something had brushed against them from far away or half-away and left enough of an impression that she had ridden east.

But the bishop’s reaction told him more.

Not many things disturbed them.

And things that did were worth fearing.

“What touched them?” the bishop asked.

“If I knew that, I would not be here.”

“Yet you have suspicions.”

“I have scent.”

The bishop’s gaze sharpened. “A vampire’s scent?”

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet flexed once.

The priests near the wall stiffened.

Max shifted his stance before thinking.

Steady Stance settled through his legs.

Iron Grip whispered through his hands.

Mourne did not look at him.

The bishop noticed anyway.

“I meant no insult,” he said.

“Yes, you did,” Mourne replied.

The room went very quiet.

The bishop considered her for a moment.

Then inclined his head. “A small one.”

Mourne said nothing.

The bishop’s mouth curved faintly. “Very well. Speak plainly, then. What did you sense?”

Mourne removed the lead-lined satchel from her side and placed it on the table.

Not opening it.

“The relic brushed the mortal plane through the Ashridge wards three nights before we left Blackhold. It did not cross physically. It pressed. Tested. Then withdrew. The trace left hunger.”

Max felt the hollow thing beneath his ribs stir.

He clenched down immediately.

The bishop’s eyes flicked to him.

Noted.

Damn it.

Mourne continued. “The trail led to Velm. Beneath Velm, we found a demonic book sold through the Underchain Market by Lady Seraphine Valcrist. The book was involved in the possession and manifestation of Lord Adrian Valcrist, through or after the death of Lord Emric Dathane. The manifestation was destroyed. The book remains intact.”

The bishop stared at the satchel.

“A book.”

“Touched. Not the relic.”

“You are certain?”

“Yes.”

“Because?”

Mourne’s helmet tilted.

“Because the thing that disturbed the wards is older, deeper, and more dangerous than that book.”

The bishop was silent.

The white flame above the table burned steadily.

Then he said, “If a relic has enough presence to disturb the Ashridge wards without fully crossing into the mortal plane, then we are not discussing a minor cursed object.”

“No.”

“Nor a common demonic tool.”

“No.”

“An old covenant object, perhaps. A pre-Integration relic. A breach anchor. A hunger vessel. A saint-bone corrupted before canonisation. Something bound beneath name and law.”

Max did not like any of those words.

Mourne did not react.

The bishop’s gaze shifted to her. “And you brought only one candidate?”

“I did not expect company to improve the trail.”

“You came to a temple.”

“The trail vanished.”

“Cities do that.”

“So I have noticed.”

The bishop looked at Max again.

“And him?”

“Seventeen-Six.”

“I can see the number.”

“Then why ask?”

The bishop smiled faintly again, but this time it did not reach his eyes.

Max wondered whether everyone powerful enjoyed speaking in traps.

Probably.

The bishop said, “A candidate wearing cold iron full plate, carrying a cold iron halberd, standing beside a vampire knight in the house of the God King. Forgive an old man’s curiosity.”

Mourne’s voice was flat. “No.”

Max almost smiled.

He did not.

The bishop turned his full attention to him.

“What is your Innate Skill, Seventeen-Six?”

Max looked to Mourne.

She gave no signal.

Which meant answer, or choose.

He chose carefully.

“Absorption.”

The bishop stilled.

Not much.

Enough.

“A one-word Skill.”

“Yes.”

“What level?”

Max did not want to answer.

The bishop was not Draven. Not Mourne. Not Blackhold. This was a temple of the God King, and temples had already given him enough.

Mourne spoke before he decided.

“Six.”

The bishop’s eyes did not leave Max.

“Absorption, level six,” he said softly. “And you brought him near a demonic book.”

Mourne replied, “He did not open it.”

“That is not as comforting as you think.”

“It was not meant to comfort you.”

The bishop looked between them.

Then he laughed once under his breath.

“A vampire knight and a hungry boy chasing a relic that smells of hunger.”

Mourne said, “Yes.”

“God preserve the rest of us.”

“Do not involve him prematurely.”

The bishop’s smile faded.

For a moment, Max thought the room might become very dangerous.

Then the bishop folded his hands again.

“I will help.”

Max blinked.

Mourne did not.

“Terms,” she said.

“Of course.”

The bishop nodded toward the satchel. “The book.”

“No.”

“I have not finished.”

“You want it.”

“I want it cleansed.”

“No.”

Max looked at Mourne.

The bishop’s voice stayed calm. “That object passed through noble hands, enabled possession, and may be connected to a greater relic. It should not remain in a saddlebag beside a vampire and a boy whose Skill wants to consume it.”

Max hated how reasonable that sounded.

Mourne’s clawed fingers tapped once against the table.

“The book is evidence.”

“It will remain evidence. Cleansed does not mean destroyed, unless destruction is required.”

“And if your cleansing damages the trail?”

“If the trail depends on preserving demonic contamination, then perhaps the trail should be followed by someone not in danger of being tempted by it.”

Max felt heat rise in his face.

The bishop’s amber eyes flicked to him.

Mourne’s voice chilled. “Careful.”

The bishop inclined his head slightly.

“Care is precisely what I propose. Leave the book with the temple. Let us cleanse, bind, and examine it under sun wards. In exchange, I provide assistance in finding your missing relic.”

“What assistance?”

“A hunter suited to demon work.”

Mourne went still.

Max did not like that.

“You have an inquisitor in Caldris,” Mourne said.

“Yes.”

“Unfortunate.”

“Useful.”

“Those are often confused.”

The bishop smiled. “You would know.”

Mourne said nothing.

The bishop leaned back. “He arrived two weeks ago following rumours of hollow miracles near the eastern roads. He has experience with demonic objects, possession, corrupted households, cult nests, and things that hide behind respectable doors.”

“Name.”

“Brother Inquisitor Odran Vale.”

One of the priests near the wall looked down at the floor.

The other swallowed.

Max noticed.

So did Mourne.

“Your priests fear him,” Mourne said.

“My priests are sensible.”

“Is he?”

The bishop considered.

“No.”

“That was honest.”

“He is effective.”

“That was not an answer.”

“It is the one you need.”

Max had heard too many people say that recently.

He disliked it from all of them.

Mourne looked at the satchel.

The room held its breath.

Max could feel the book inside, faint even through lead and other bindings. Quiet. Waiting. He did not want it near him. He also did not want to give it to the temple, though he could not tell whether that was distrust, possessiveness, or Absorption whispering that things once carried belonged close.

That thought frightened him.

Mourne’s helmet turned slightly toward him.

He did not need to speak.

“No attachment,” she said.

Max clenched his jaw.

“I know.”

“Then let it go.”

The words struck deeper than they should have.

Mourne unfastened the satchel.

The bishop lifted one hand.

The priests stepped forward, carrying a square of white cloth embroidered with gold thread. Mourne removed the black box and placed it onto the cloth without opening it.

The cloth darkened slightly where it touched the box.

One priest whispered a prayer.

The box clicked once.

Everyone froze.

The bishop’s amber eyes narrowed.

“Still,” he said.

Not loudly.

The word carried weight.

The golden flame above the table brightened.

The box stopped moving.

Max exhaled slowly.

The priests wrapped the box in the cloth and lifted it with clear reluctance.

The bishop looked at them.

“Sun vault. Third circle. No one opens it until I arrive.”

“Yes, Your Radiance.”

They left with the box.

The moment it passed through the door, Max felt something ease in his chest.

And something else complain.

Mourne watched him.

He looked away.

The bishop stood.

“Now,” he said, “you are fortunate. Brother Vale is not easy to summon, but he is already within temple walls.”

“Why?” Mourne asked.

“He was arguing with my archivists.”

“About?”

“Whether a saint may be posthumously declared a demonic collaborator if enough bones misbehave.”

Max stared.

The bishop sighed. “As I said. Effective.”

He gestured toward the door.

“Come.”

They followed him deeper into the temple.

Max expected more gold.

There was some.

But the further they moved from the public hall, the less beautiful the temple became. The corridors narrowed. The gold trim thinned. White stone gave way to older grey blocks beneath layers of sun paint. Iron-banded doors lined the walls. Some had prayer seals. Some had scorch marks. Once, Max heard chanting from behind a locked door, low and rhythmic.

Mourne walked without concern.

Max walked with growing unease.

His cold iron armour made him feel safer.

His Absorption made him feel worse.

There was too much magic here.

Not all of it clean.

Most of it was bright, structured, sun-warmed power woven through stone and symbol. But beneath that, locked away in vaults and reliquaries, he felt objects. Old things. Bound things. Blessed things. Cursed things being forced to behave under layers of prayer.

His hunger noticed them.

All of them.

A knife behind one door.

A bell beneath the floor.

A chain somewhere ahead.

A mask wrapped in sunlight.

A bone that still remembered being worshipped.

Max clenched his teeth.

Mourne spoke without looking back.

“Contain yourself.”

“I am.”

The bishop glanced over his shoulder.

“What does he feel?”

“Too much,” Mourne said.

Max wished she were wrong.

They stopped before a training cloister.

An open square lay at the temple’s inner heart, roofless to the grey sky. Rain fell lightly into a central drain carved as a sun. Around the edges ran covered walkways supported by plain pillars. Weapon marks scarred the stone floor. Targets stood against one wall. A rack of practice blades leaned beneath an arch.

A man stood in the middle of the cloister.

At first glance, Max thought he was a pilgrim.

Then he looked again.

The man wore black.

Not noble black. Not Mourne’s gothic armour black. Pilgrim black. Travel-worn, dust-stained, rain-darkened. A broad-brimmed pilgrim’s hat shadowed his face, its front marked with a white eye inside a sunburst: the sigil of the Inquisition. The mark had not been embroidered neatly. It had been plastered there in thick white paint or chalk, stark and crude against the black felt.

His coat was long, black, and sleeveless.

No.

Not sleeveless.

The sleeves had been ripped off.

The torn edges hung rough around his shoulders, revealing his arms. One arm was bare except for scars. The other was wrapped from wrist to bicep in a length of dark chain. At the end of the chain hung an iron symbol: an open eye inside a circle, heavy enough to be used as a flail if needed.

The eye-symbol rested against his forearm.

It looked back at Max.

Max’s Skill lurched.

The chain was magical.

The symbol was more than magical.

His hunger reached toward it instinctively, teeth bared inside him.

No.

He forced the hunger down.

But the arm was only the beginning.

The inquisitor carried weapons everywhere.

A sword at his left hip. Plain hilt, black leather grip, silver pommel shaped like an eye. A crossbow on his back, compact but heavy, its limbs etched with golden script. Daggers at his belt. Daggers strapped across his chest. Daggers hidden at his boots, though not hidden well enough to escape Max’s new senses. Wooden stakes tucked into loops inside his coat, each engraved with holy symbols. More stakes at his lower back. A throwing knife strapped beneath one arm. A vial bandolier across his ribs. A small hand axe under the coat near his right side.

Everything carried power.

Not all strong.

But enough.

Holy etchings. Binding marks. Silver edges. Cold iron cores. Anti-demon charms. Wards against possession. A dagger that felt like it wanted to cut shadows. A stake that smelled of old prayer and vampire ash. A crossbow bolt that made Max’s teeth ache.

Absorption wanted.

All of it.

The hunger inside him rose so sharply he nearly took a step forward.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet closed around the back of his gorget.

She did not pull.

She did not need to.

Max stopped.

The inquisitor looked up.

His face was lean, sharp, and weathered. Short dark beard. Broken nose. One eye grey. The other covered by a round lens of smoked glass set into a leather strap. Beneath the glass, something glowed faintly gold.

His gaze went first to Max.

Then to Mourne.

He smiled without warmth.

“Corpse blood,” he said.

The cloister went silent.

The bishop sighed.

Mourne’s red visor fixed on the inquisitor.

Brother Odran Vale tilted his head and sniffed once.

“Vampire,” he said. “Under iron, old blood, grave perfume, and Red Order arrogance. Still vampire.”

Max felt the temple guards behind them tense.

Mourne’s hand remained on Max’s gorget.

“Brother Vale,” the bishop said. “This is Knight Vaelith Mourne.”

“I heard.” Vale’s smile widened. “The skull-wearing leech.”

The word landed like a thrown knife.

Max’s hand tightened around his halberd.

Mourne’s grip on his gorget tightened slightly.

Not warning the inquisitor.

Warning him.

Vale noticed and laughed.

“Oh, good. It has a pet boy in armour.”

Max’s anger flared.

Absorb Emotion tempted him.

He refused.

Mourne’s voice came quiet through the helmet.

“Brother Inquisitor.”

“Knight Corpse.”

The bishop’s expression hardened. “Vale.”

The inquisitor looked at him.

Not submissive.

Not afraid.

Just aware that this was still the bishop’s temple.

“For today,” the bishop said, “you will behave as if the God King values usefulness over your personal disgust.”

Vale looked back at Mourne.

“I can behave for a day.”

“Longer,” the bishop said.

Vale’s face fell slightly.

Mourne said, “Unfortunate.”

Vale’s grey eye flicked to Max. “What is he?”

Max disliked being asked that by everyone powerful.

Mourne answered. “Partner-candidate.”

“No. What is he?”

The smoked lens over Vale’s covered eye glowed slightly brighter.

Max felt something brush over him.

Not like Draven.

Not like Ilven.

Not like Mourne’s senses.

This was scrutiny sharpened by judgement. A holy needle pushed against the surface of him, looking for rot beneath skin.

His cold iron armour warmed.

His Absorption snarled silently.

Vale’s smile faded.

“Hunger,” he said.

Mourne’s clawed hand flexed.

The bishop stepped between them slightly.

“Brother Vale.”

Vale ignored him for another heartbeat, staring at Max.

Then he blinked and the pressure vanished.

“Interesting boy.”

Mourne said, “Continue being interested and I will remove the eye doing it.”

Vale’s smile returned.

“There she is.”

Max looked between them.

This was help?

The bishop seemed to read his face.

“You asked for aid,” he said to Mourne. “I did not promise pleasant aid.”

“I asked for nothing pleasant.”

“Then you are blessed.”

Vale snorted.

The bishop continued. “Knight Mourne hunts an old relic. It disturbed the Ashridge wards. Its trace has led through Velm, House Valcrist, a demonic book, and now Caldris. The trail is buried in the city. You have experience with demon traces hidden beneath sanctified noise.”

Vale stopped smiling.

For the first time, he looked serious.

“Ashridge wards?”

“Yes,” the bishop said.

Vale looked at Mourne. “You’re certain?”

“I felt it.”

“With what? Grave instinct?”

“With the blood I placed in the wards before your beard learned ambition.”

Vale’s eyes narrowed.

Max did not know whether vampires could be older than inquisitors expected, but Vale looked like he had just been reminded.

The bishop said, “The book has been surrendered to temple custody for cleansing.”

Vale’s gaze snapped to him.

“What book?”

“A touched object. Door, grief, minor possession.”

“Minor possession still kills houses.”

“It killed much of one,” Mourne said.

Vale’s face sharpened again. “Where?”

“Velm. House Valcrist.”

He muttered something under his breath that sounded like a prayer and a curse having a fight.

“Valcrist,” he said. “Old tower blood. Too much pride. Too many locked rooms.”

“You know them?” Max asked.

Vale’s gaze cut to him.

Max almost wished it hadn’t.

“I know houses like them.”

“That’s not the same.”

“No,” Vale said. “It’s usually worse.”

For the first time, Max did not entirely dislike him.

Then Vale looked at Mourne and ruined it.

“I will not be bitten.”

Mourne tilted her helmet.

“Then do not trip.”

The bishop closed his eyes briefly.

Max looked down at the chain wrapped around Vale’s arm.

The eye-symbol swung slightly.

His hunger pushed again.

The chain felt old. Not demonic. Not quite holy either. Bound. Judging. Hungry in its own way, but not for power. For confession. For exposure. For opening hidden things and dragging them into light.

Vale noticed him looking.

“See something you like?”

Max forced his gaze away. “No.”

“Liar.”

Mourne said, “His Skill reacts to magic.”

Vale’s smile vanished.

“What Skill?”

Mourne did not answer.

Max knew she would not save him from every question.

He swallowed.

“Absorption.”

The cloister changed.

Only slightly.

The guards tightened grips.

The bishop watched more carefully.

Vale went completely still.

Then he laughed.

Not loudly.

Not warmly.

“Of course,” he said. “The vampire brings a boy called Absorption into a demon hunt.”

“His Skill is not his name,” Mourne said.

Vale’s grey eye flicked back to her. “Says the corpse with Demonification.”

Mourne did not move.

Max felt the word hit the air.

The bishop’s gaze sharpened.

He had not known.

Good.

Bad.

Both.

Mourne’s voice remained quiet. “You have senses.”

“I have survived by not ignoring obvious filth.”

“And yet you continue speaking.”

Vale smiled.

For a moment, Max thought one of them might actually attack.

The bishop struck his staff against the stone.

The sound rang through the cloister like a bell.

“Enough.”

The white flame in the nearby wall lamps flared.

Even Mourne and Vale went still.

The bishop looked at all three of them.

“A relic old enough to disturb the Ashridge wards is moving through or near my city. A demonic book connected to noble possession has entered temple custody. Civilians have been taken by werewolves on the western road. Something is stirring along the city-state routes, and I will not have two hunters and a hungry boy measure insults while it finds another door.”

Silence followed.

Rain tapped into the central drain.

Vale looked away first.

Mourne had no visible expression behind the helmet, but her claws relaxed by a fraction.

The bishop pointed at Vale.

“You will assist.”

Vale said, “I will hunt.”

“Same thing for once.”

The bishop pointed at Mourne.

“You will not provoke him without purpose.”

Mourne said nothing.

“Mourne.”

“I heard.”

“That was not agreement.”

“No.”

The bishop sighed through his nose.

Then he looked at Max.

“And you, Seventeen-Six, will not consume any item, relic, ward, weapon, charm, chain, nail, prayer, bone, shadow, blessing, or cursed scrap within this temple.”

Max stiffened.

“I wasn’t going to.”

Vale snorted.

Mourne said, “He will not.”

The bishop held Max’s gaze.

“See that you don’t. Some things inside holy walls are locked away because they are hungry too.”

Max believed him.

His eyes drifted, despite himself, to Vale’s chain.

The eye-symbol seemed to stare back.

Vale lifted the chain-wrapped arm slightly.

“Keep your appetite off my tools, boy.”

Max looked at him.

“I’m trying.”

That answer seemed to surprise the inquisitor.

Only for a heartbeat.

Then Vale grunted.

“Good. Try harder.”

He turned and walked to the weapon rack, taking a black cloak from a hook and throwing it over one shoulder. The sleeveless coat shifted as he moved, revealing more hidden blades than Max had counted. Three at the ribs. Two at the spine. One strapped horizontally beneath the back of his collar. Stakes in loops. Vials in leather. A coil of thin silver wire. A packet of salt. A folded strip of parchment sealed with wax.

Mourne watched him with open dislike.

Vale watched her in reflection from the polished side of a training shield.

Neither trusted the other.

Both were probably right.

The bishop stepped closer to Mourne and lowered his voice, though Max could still hear.

“The book will be cleansed at dawn. If it resists, I will send word.”

“If it speaks, do not answer.”

The bishop’s mouth tightened. “I know how to handle demonic books.”

“Then this reminder will not harm you.”

Vale barked a laugh.

The bishop ignored him.

“Where will you begin?” he asked.

Mourne looked toward the cloister opening, beyond which Caldris stretched in terraces, bridges, sewers, noble houses, merchant halls, temples, and hidden things.

“The scent vanished beneath city noise.”

Vale buckled his sword belt. “Then we make the city speak.”

Max did not like how he said it.

Mourne did.

Or at least, she did not object.

The bishop looked between them.

“Do not start a panic.”

Vale smiled.

Mourne’s helmet tilted.

Max sighed quietly.

The bishop noticed.

“You find that unlikely?”

Max looked at Mourne.

Then at Vale.

The vampire knight in black gothic armour with three skulls chained to her belt.

The black-clad inquisitor covered in magical weapons, holy stakes, daggers, and a chain-wrapped eye symbol that made Absorption salivate.

Then back at the bishop.

“Yes, Your Radiance.”

The bishop’s mouth curved faintly.

“Honesty. Rare in my halls.”

Vale strode toward the exit.

As he passed Mourne, he stopped close enough that most people would have stepped back.

Mourne did not.

Vale sniffed once.

His lip curled.

“Vampire.”

Mourne’s red visor faced him.

“Inquisitor.”

“I smell grave dust under the armour.”

“I smell fear under the paint on your hat.”

His grey eye flashed.

The eye-symbol on his chain swung once.

Max’s hunger leaned toward it again.

He clenched down hard.

Vale looked at him instead of Mourne.

“Careful, boy. Wanting holy things does not make you holy.”

Max met his gaze.

“Wanting dangerous things does not make me stupid enough to touch them.”

Vale stared.

Then smiled slightly.

“Maybe not entirely useless.”

Mourne said, “He has potential.”

For some reason, hearing her say that in front of someone else felt worse than hearing it in Ilven’s room.

Vale looked amused.

“We’ll see.”

He walked out.

Mourne followed.

Max followed her.

Behind them, the bishop remained beneath the rain-washed cloister, white-and-gold robes still, amber eyes thoughtful.

As they stepped back into the temple corridor, Max felt the weight of the place around him.

Sun wards.

Locked relics.

Hidden bones.

Holy weapons.

Cursed scraps.

The book being carried somewhere deep to be cleansed.

And ahead of him, an inquisitor who smelled of smoke, iron, prayer, blood, and sharp metal.

Absorption pressed against Max’s ribs.

Hungry.

Curious.

Tempted.

Max tightened his grip on the cold iron halberd.

No.

The word held.

For now.

            

    
        The Compass of Light

    
    
    
    
                Brother Inquisitor Odran Vale did not move like a priest.

Max had known priests.

Not personally, perhaps, but enough from a distance. Priests of the God King moved with certainty. The kind built from temple floors, polished doctrine, and crowds parting because robes told them to. Even the bishop carried stillness like a crown.

Vale moved like someone expecting every doorway to bite.

He walked ahead of them through Caldris with his black pilgrim’s hat pulled low, sleeveless coat shifting around him, chain-wrapped arm hanging loose at his side. The eye-symbol at the end of the chain knocked softly against his forearm with each step.

Daggers flashed whenever his coat moved.

At least twelve.

Probably more.

Max had stopped counting after he noticed the one hidden beneath the back of Vale’s collar.

Mourne walked beside him, not behind. She had put her helmet back on, red visor fixed forward, gothic black armour making her look like a shadow that had learned judgement. Her three skulls clicked softly at her belt.

Vampire knight.

God King inquisitor.

Hungry boy in cold iron.

Caldris gave them space.

A lot of it.

People moved away from them as if they were a disease that had gained official approval. Merchants stopped mid-bargain. A fruit seller dropped an apple and did not pick it up. Two city guards saw them coming and suddenly remembered urgent business down another street.

Vale noticed.

He smiled.

“You enjoy that,” Max said before thinking better of it.

Vale did not turn. “Enjoy what?”

“People being afraid.”

“No.”

Max doubted that.

Vale glanced back, grey eye sharp beneath the hat brim. The smoked lens over his other eye glowed faintly gold.

“I enjoy people being honest. Fear makes most people honest for at least three breaths.”

Mourne said, “Then they lie faster.”

“Usually.”

“You waste the first breath enjoying it.”

Vale’s smile widened. “And you waste none because vampires do not breathe unless performing civility.”

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet flexed.

Max stepped half a pace back without meaning to.

Vale saw that too.

“Relax, boy. If she meant to kill me, she would have tried already.”

Mourne said, “Tried.”

Vale laughed.

Max was beginning to understand why the bishop had looked tired.

They began in the merchant quarter.

Vale led them there with no hesitation, though he claimed he had never seen Caldris before two weeks ago. Max did not ask how he knew the city’s streets. He suspected the answer would involve maps, informants, holy surveillance, or some combination of all three.

The merchant quarter was loud even after sunset.

Covered arcades glowed with lampfire. Counting houses remained open behind barred windows. River porters carried crates beneath arched bridges. Spice smoke curled from stalls. Money moved everywhere, some visible, most not.

Mourne stopped beneath a sign showing three amber coins.

Vale stopped at the same moment.

Max almost walked into them.

“What?” he asked.

Mourne turned her helmet toward a narrow building wedged between a silk broker and a lockmaker.

Vale’s chain shifted.

The eye-symbol at the end lifted slightly, as if sniffing.

“Debt-house,” Vale said.

The building looked ordinary.

Too ordinary.

Painted shutters. A brass bell. A neat wooden sign reading Merril & Sons, Contract Holding.

Max felt nothing at first.

Then, when he focused, something inside him shifted uneasily.

Not hunger.

Not exactly.

A hook.

A shape made of wanting.

“Something’s in there,” he said.

Vale looked over his shoulder. “Congratulations. Your appetite has learned to point.”

Max’s jaw tightened.

Mourne said, “Do not provoke him while he is useful.”

“I provoke everyone while they are useful.”

“Then your usefulness is surprising.”

Vale’s smile returned.

The door was locked.

Vale did not knock.

He reached into his coat and withdrew a thin silver blade the length of a finger. Not a dagger. Not a key. Something between both, with a hook at the end and a prayer etched along the spine. He slid it into the lock.

The lock clicked.

Then hissed.

Black smoke seeped from the keyhole.

Vale leaned back slightly. “Rude.”

The smoke formed teeth.

Max lifted his halberd.

Vale flicked his chain-wrapped wrist.

The eye-symbol snapped forward and struck the smoke with a flash of white-gold light.

The teeth vanished.

The lock opened.

Max stared.

Vale pushed the door inward. “Perfect tool, correct situation.”

“You have a tool for demonic locks?”

“I have five. This was the polite one.”

Mourne entered first.

The room inside was narrow and dark, lined with shelves full of ledgers. Contracts hung from strings across the ceiling like drying skins. Some were parchment. Some vellum. Some something Max did not want to identify. A desk sat at the rear, covered with sealed papers, inkwells, and a brass scale.

No one was inside.

Not alive, anyway.

A man sat in the chair behind the desk, head bowed forward, hands folded neatly in his lap. His skin had gone grey. His eyes were open. His mouth was sewn shut with black thread.

Max’s stomach tightened.

Vale stepped past him. “Debt clerk. Dead two days.”

“How can you tell?” Max asked.

“Smell. Skin. And the note pinned to his chest says two days.”

Max looked.

There was, in fact, a note pinned to the dead man’s chest.

It read:

TWO DAYS

Max decided not to ask.

Mourne crouched near the body, then looked toward the ceiling. “Chain fiend influence.”

Vale nodded. “Minor relic. Contract anchor, likely.”

“Where?”

Vale lifted his chain-wrapped arm.

The eye-symbol at the end began to turn.

Slowly at first.

Then faster.

It pointed toward the brass scale on the desk.

Max felt the hook inside his chest tighten.

The scale was small, old, and tarnished. One pan held a copper coin. The other held a tiny strip of parchment no longer than a fingernail.

Mourne said, “Do not touch bare-handed.”

Vale gave her a look. “I am an inquisitor, not a child in a cursed sweetshop.”

He drew a pair of black gloves from inside his coat and pulled them on.

Max felt magic in the gloves too.

Absorption stirred.

No.

Vale smirked without looking. “Still hungry, boy?”

“Still annoying, inquisitor?”

Mourne’s helmet turned toward Max.

Vale barked a laugh.

“Careful,” he said. “You’ll develop a spine. Then she’ll expect you to use it.”

Mourne ignored him. “Relic.”

Vale reached for the scale.

The dead clerk’s head snapped up.

The black thread over his mouth split.

“Debts must be paid,” the corpse said.

Max raised the halberd.

The hanging contracts twitched.

Then every sheet in the room turned toward them.

Ink bled through parchment, forming eyes.

Vale sighed. “Always the same sermon.”

The corpse lunged over the desk.

Mourne met it halfway.

Her clawed gauntlet drove through its chest and pinned it to the wall behind the chair. The corpse thrashed, grey fingers clawing at her arm.

“Anchor,” she said.

Vale was already moving.

He drew a dagger with a black handle and gold runes down the blade. He cut the tiny parchment strip from the scale pan without touching it. The moment it separated, the corpse sagged.

The contracts stopped moving.

Ink eyes ran down into meaningless stains.

Mourne dropped the body.

Vale placed the parchment strip and the scale into a small iron reliquary from his belt. The reliquary had sun marks etched into each side and a tiny lock shaped like an eye.

The lock closed by itself.

Max exhaled slowly.

“That was it?”

“A lesser contract scale,” Vale said. “Used to weigh debt against soul-fragments, promises, names, favours, sometimes memories. Weak. Ugly. Useful to fools.”

Mourne looked at the corpse. “Who brought it here?”

Vale rifled through the desk. “Someone who wanted debts weaponised.”

“Connected to our relic?”

“Maybe.” He found a ledger and flipped through it quickly. “Same route pattern as three other quiet shipments. Velm. Caldris. Then east.”

Max stepped closer. “Toward the next city-state?”

Vale glanced at him. “Perhaps.”

“Can the scale tell us?”

“Not alone.”

Mourne’s visor fixed on him. “You have a method.”

“I always have a method.”

“Useful method?”

“Eventually.”

They left the debt-house after Vale marked the door with white chalk and nailed a strip of prayer-paper to the frame. A city guard patrol arrived as they stepped back into the street. One guard opened his mouth, saw Vale’s hat, saw Mourne’s skulls, saw Max’s halberd, then closed it.

Vale tossed him the ledger.

“Magistrate. Cursed debt-house. One corpse. Do not enter until sunrise.”

The guard caught the ledger badly. “But—”

Vale was already walking away.

Mourne followed.

Max followed them both.

Behind him, the guard said, much quieter, “I hate inquisitors.”

Max understood.

The second relic was in the slums.

Caldris’s lower western quarter clung beneath the bridge approaches, where floodwater stains marked the walls and the city’s clean channels grew less clean. Houses were cramped, patched, and leaning. Rope bridges connected upper windows. The smell of wet wood, cheap stew, smoke, sickness, and too many people filled the narrow lanes.

The crowned sun appeared here too.

But smaller.

Poorer.

Painted on doors in fading yellow. Scratched into lintels. Carved into bits of scrap wood hanging beside beds visible through open shutters.

People did not part from them here.

They hid.

Doors closed. Curtains dropped. Children vanished into alleys. A dog barked once, then yelped and went silent.

Max felt watched from every direction.

Mourne seemed almost relaxed.

Vale looked irritated.

“Slums always smell the same,” he said.

“Poverty?” Max asked.

“Secrets.”

Mourne said, “Hunger.”

Vale looked at her. “Of course you’d say that.”

“She is not wrong,” Max said.

Both of them looked at him.

He wished he had kept his mouth shut.

Vale’s grey eye narrowed. “No. She isn’t.”

They found the second relic in a tenement cellar beneath a broken bakery.

The trail began with a woman throwing a bowl of wash water from an upstairs window. The water struck the street and ran black instead of grey.

Vale stopped.

Mourne stopped.

Max stopped because they did, then looked at the water.

It formed tiny black hands before sinking between cobbles.

“No,” he said.

Vale nodded. “Correct reaction.”

They entered the building.

The tenants did not stop them.

They did not help either.

A man with one eye crossed himself with the crowned sun and whispered, “Below.”

The cellar door was barred from the outside.

That was never good.

Mourne lifted the bar with one hand.

The smell that came out was sour and cold.

Not rot.

Fear gone stale.

They descended.

The cellar had been turned into a shrine.

Not to the God King.

Not to anything Max recognised.

Candles burned with blue flame around a clay bowl placed on a crate. Around the bowl lay small objects: children’s teeth, locks of hair, broken toys, strips of cloth, copper coins, and little folded notes. Names, maybe. Pleas.

In the corner, three people sat with their backs against the wall.

Alive.

Barely.

Their eyes were open, but they did not seem to see the room.

A little girl hummed without sound.

Max’s chest tightened.

“Grief-eater?” he whispered.

“Fragment,” Mourne said.

Vale’s face had gone hard.

He drew no dagger.

Instead, he pulled a bell from inside his coat.

It was small and made of dull silver, with a handle wrapped in yellow thread.

He rang it once.

The sound did not echo.

It sank into the cellar.

The three people in the corner gasped at the same time.

The bowl cracked.

Something inside it hissed.

Mourne moved toward the survivors.

Vale moved toward the bowl.

Max stood between them, halberd ready, because that seemed to be his role in every terrible room now.

The blue candles bent inward.

The shadows behind the crate rose.

A shape unfolded from them: thin, translucent, almost human, with too many arms and a face made of weeping mouths. Each mouth whispered a different name.

“Marta.”

“Jon.”

“Little Anri.”

“Mother.”

“Don’t leave.”

The whispers pushed against Max’s chest.

Gentle.

So gentle.

They did not threaten.

They promised rest.

Absorb Emotion stirred.

Pain could be taken.

Fear could be taken.

Grief could be taken.

The shape turned toward him.

Every mouth smiled.

Mourne’s voice cut through the cellar.

“Names, Seventeen-Six.”

Max gritted his teeth.

Names.

Objects.

Songs.

Pain.

Make them remember.

He did not know these people.

But the notes were there.

The folded scraps around the bowl.

He stepped forward, grabbed one, and opened it.

The handwriting was shaky.

Darin, who sang when the roof leaked.

The grief-shape shrieked.

Vale glanced at him. “Good. Keep doing that.”

A shadow arm lashed toward Max.

He cut it with cold iron.

The blade passed through resistance like wet cloth.

Steam burst.

The shape recoiled.

Mourne reached the three victims and seized the nearest man by the chin.

“Name.”

His lips trembled.

Nothing came out.

Mourne slapped him.

Not hard enough to harm.

Hard enough to break the trance.

“Name.”

“J-Jorin.”

“What did you lose?”

The grief-shape screamed again.

Vale rang the bell.

The blue flames guttered.

Max opened another note.

Elsa, who hated carrots but ate them for me.

Another.

Mikel, my brother, who carved birds.

Another.

Sera, who had a laugh like breaking cups.

Each name struck the relic like a knife.

The bowl split wider.

Something black and wet crawled out of it, dragging tiny hands along the crate.

Vale drew a glass vial, uncorked it with his teeth, and poured clear liquid over the bowl.

The liquid flashed white.

The shadow-thing convulsed.

Mourne moved.

Her hand changed, fingers lengthening into black talons, and she drove them through the centre of the grief-shape, pinning it to the wall.

“Now,” she said.

Vale produced a nail.

Gold. Long. Etched with sun-script.

He hammered it through the cracked bowl with the pommel of a dagger.

The cellar filled with light.

The shadow folded inward.

The mouths closed one by one.

The final whisper sounded almost grateful.

Then silence.

The bowl collapsed into black dust around the golden nail.

Vale placed both dust and nail into a second reliquary.

Max breathed hard.

The three victims began crying.

Not softly.

Not neatly.

Real grief returned like a flood.

Mourne stood back and let it happen.

Vale looked at Max.

“You did well.”

Max blinked.

Praise from Mourne felt like a blade. Praise from Vale felt like stepping on a hidden floorboard and not falling through.

“I read notes,” Max said.

“You remembered the correct weapon.”

“They were names.”

“Yes. Names are weapons if pointed correctly.”

Mourne looked toward the stairs. “This was planted.”

Vale nodded. “Too neat. Too visible to senses like ours. Too ugly to ignore.”

“A lure?” Max asked.

“Or a breadcrumb,” Vale said.

“To what?”

The inquisitor tapped the second reliquary. “We ask all three when we have them.”

Max looked at him.

“All three?”

Vale smiled. “The city has not finished being unpleasant.”

The third relic waited in the cemetery.

Caldris buried its dead on the northern slope outside the city walls, where terraces of pale stone tombs climbed toward a grove of black cypress trees. The cemetery overlooked the river and the city bridges. Thousands of names had been carved into walls, slabs, arches, and family mausoleums.

It should have been quiet.

It was.

That made Max uneasy.

Quiet in a cemetery should have been normal.

This felt arranged.

The moon had risen behind clouds by the time they arrived. Temple bells sounded faintly from the city. Amber-cloaked guards remained at the cemetery gate after Vale showed them something stamped with the Inquisition’s eye. None offered to enter.

Smart.

Mourne dismounted first.

Grief stayed near the gate, pale eyes watching the tombs. The nightmare’s mane flickered with faint black flame, though there was no wind.

Max stepped through the gate with the halberd ready.

His body still hurt from the werewolf fight, but less than before. Ilven’s healing and the blood tonic had done their work. Or perhaps pain had become another road he knew how to walk.

The cemetery smelled of wet stone, old flowers, and cold earth.

Mourne paused.

Vale lifted his chain-wrapped arm.

The eye-symbol swung once.

Twice.

Then pointed uphill.

“Too easy,” Mourne said.

“Trap,” Vale agreed.

Max stared. “We’re still going?”

Both looked at him.

He sighed. “Of course.”

They climbed between tombs.

The path narrowed, then split, then split again. Family names repeated along the stone. Some were old enough to be worn smooth. Others had fresh flowers and wax seals. The air grew colder as they climbed.

Halfway up, Max felt it.

A pull.

Not strong.

Not hungry like the missing relic.

More like a thread tied around a tooth.

He pointed toward a small mausoleum beneath a dead cypress.

“There.”

Vale nodded. “Yes.”

Mourne did not move closer.

She looked at the ground.

Then the walls.

Then the statues around the path.

“Trap shape?” she asked.

Vale crouched.

He took a pinch of grey powder from a pouch and tossed it across the path.

The powder hung in the air.

Then settled on invisible lines stretched between tombs.

Max’s stomach tightened.

There were dozens.

No.

Hundreds.

Thin strands crossing the path, the graves, the mausoleum door, the air around the cypress. Some at ankle height. Some chest height. Some where a hand might reach naturally.

“What are they?” Max asked.

“Invitation threads,” Vale said.

Mourne’s helmet turned toward him. “Explain.”

The inquisitor stood slowly. “You touch one, you consent to whatever is waiting inside.”

“That can’t count,” Max said.

“It does. Which is why the trap is profane.”

Max looked at the invisible strands.

His skin crawled.

“How do we get through?”

Vale smiled.

This time, it was not pleasant or mocking.

It was sharp.

Prepared.

“With the perfect tool.”

He took off his hat.

From inside the crown, he removed a folded strip of black cloth, a bone needle, and a spool of silver wire so thin it was almost hair. The Inquisition eye-mark on the hat stared at Max from the ground.

Vale knelt at the edge of the first thread and began working.

Mourne stood over him, watching the cemetery.

Max watched Vale’s hands.

The inquisitor moved with terrifying care. He hooked the silver wire around one invisible strand without touching it, tied the thread to the bone needle, whispered something under his breath, then drove the needle into the dirt.

The invisible line turned white.

Then snapped.

No explosion.

No scream.

No demon.

Just one thread gone.

Vale moved to the next.

And the next.

It took nearly an hour.

Max’s legs stiffened. The cemetery grew colder. Twice, he thought he saw something moving between tombs, but Mourne only said, “Do not let the profane cloud you mortal senses.”

So he did not.

Vale defused the trap piece by piece.

At one point, sweat ran down the side of his face despite the cold.

Mourne said, “You are slow.”

Vale said, “You are welcome to touch one.”

Mourne let out a laugh like tinkling bells.

Max smiled.

By the time Vale finished, the path before the mausoleum glimmered with broken white threads dissolving into the air.

The door opened by itself.

Inside sat a child’s coffin.

Small.

White.

Unburied.

Max’s throat tightened.

Vale looked grim.

Mourne stepped forward first.

“No body,” she said.

Vale approached and lifted the coffin lid with the end of his sword.

Inside was a silver mirror.

Round. Small. Cracked from edge to centre.

The reflection did not show the ceiling.

It showed a door.

Closed.

Black.

Waiting.

Max looked away fast.

Reflection devil.

Door-leech.

Or something using both.

Mourne said, “Do not look directly.”

Vale wrapped the mirror in black cloth, then in prayer-paper, then in silver wire. It shuddered once, like something alive being bound. He placed it in a third reliquary, larger than the others.

No fight came.

No corpse rose.

No demon screamed.

That made it worse.

Max kept expecting the trap to reveal its teeth.

Vale locked the reliquary.

“There,” he said. “Third.”

Mourne looked toward the city lights below.

“All planted.”

“Yes.”

“To be found?”

“By the right hunters.” Vale touched the reliquary at his belt. “Or the wrong ones.”

Max glanced at the mausoleum.

“Why put it in a child’s coffin?”

Vale’s expression turned hard. “Because whoever set this knew decent people would hesitate.”

Mourne said, “And indecent ones would look.”

Neither answer helped.

They returned to the temple after midnight.

The bishop was waiting in the same inner cloister, white-and-gold robes still immaculate, though his expression suggested he had expected exactly this kind of trouble and resented being correct.

Vale placed the three reliquaries on the stone floor around the central drain.

Contract scale.

Grief bowl remnants.

Cracked mirror.

“Minor relics,” the bishop said.

“Profane anchors,” Vale replied. “All planted. All connected by route, not nature.”

Mourne stood near the cloister edge, arms folded.

Max stayed behind her, though not so far back that he looked like he was hiding.

He was not hiding.

Not exactly.

Vale removed a compass from his waist.

Max had noticed it before, but only as one more magical thing among too many. Now, as Vale held it up, Absorption leaned toward it hard enough to make his chest tighten.

The compass was old brass, palm-sized, with an eye engraved on the lid. The needle beneath the glass was not a needle at all, but a thin shard of crystal suspended in golden liquid. Around the rim were tiny symbols: sun, eye, door, chain, flame, skull, crown, key.

Power coiled inside it.

Not hungry.

Directional.

Purpose given metal.

Max wanted to consume it so suddenly he nearly tasted brass.

Mourne’s hand caught his shoulder.

“No.”

He breathed through his teeth.

Vale glanced at him. “Your boy is drooling at my compass.”

“I am not,” Max snapped.

“You are in spirit.”

The bishop looked between them. “Perhaps stand farther back.”

Max did.

Reluctantly.

Vale knelt in the rain-slick centre of the cloister. The bishop raised one hand, and the white flame in the wall lamps brightened.

Mourne watched.

The skulls at her belt clicked softly.

Vale placed the contract relic to the west.

The grief relic to the south.

The mirror relic to the north.

He set the compass in the centre.

Then he unwrapped the chain from his arm.

The dark links slid free with a sound like metal dragged over bone. The eye-symbol at the end landed beside the compass and opened.

Actually opened.

The iron eye split down the centre, revealing white light inside.

Max’s hunger recoiled.

Good.

Vale began to speak.

Not in the language of the temple prayers Max had heard as a child.

Older.

Harder.

A language made of command, accusation, and witness.

The bishop joined on the third line.

His voice was deeper, steadier, wrapping Vale’s harsh words in gold.

Light formed around the three reliquaries.

Not gentle light.

Interrogating light.

It pressed into the relics, forcing them to glow from within. The contract scale shone dull red. The grief bowl dust glimmered blue-black. The wrapped mirror flickered silver behind its bindings.

Vale raised his chain-wrapped arm, now bare of chain except for marks pressed into the skin.

The eye-symbol on the ground flared.

Light poured from the three relics.

It rose in thin streams, one red, one blue-black, one silver, twisting together above the compass. The streams did not mix. They fought, writhed, resisted.

Vale snarled a word.

The bishop lifted his hand higher.

The crowned sun at his throat blazed.

The streams bent.

Slowly, painfully, they funneled downward into the compass.

The brass casing shook.

The crystal needle inside spun wildly.

Max felt the pull in his own chest.

The three relics were connected.

Not by nature.

By handling.

By intention.

By whoever had hidden them.

The compass drank the light.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the crystal needle stopped.

It pointed west.

No.

Not west.

Back through the temple corridors.

Toward the main hall.

Toward the sun vaults.

Toward the place the demonic book had been taken.

Max looked up.

Mourne went utterly still.

Vale’s face darkened.

The bishop lowered his hand slowly.

The compass needle did not move.

It pointed into the temple.

Vale closed the compass with a sharp click.

“Well,” he said.

No one spoke.

Rain fell into the cloister drain.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet flexed once.

Max felt his stomach sink.

“The book,” he said.

The bishop’s amber eyes hardened.

“The book is in the sun vault.”

Vale stood, chain dangling from his hand, eye-symbol still glowing faintly.

“Then either your vault has better company than expected,” the inquisitor said, “or someone wanted all roads to lead here.”

Mourne turned toward the temple doors.

Her voice through the helmet was quiet enough to freeze the rain.

“Move.”

            

    
        The Sword Beneath the Sun

    
    
    
    
                They moved.

Not quickly enough.

Max followed Mourne, Vale, and the bishop through the temple corridors with his cold iron halberd clenched in both hands. His body still hurt from the werewolves, from the demon in House Valcrist, from being healed and injured and healed only halfway. His shoulder pulled beneath the armour. His ribs ached. His side burned.

None of it mattered.

The compass had pointed into the temple.

Into the vault.

Into the place where the demonic book had been taken to be cleansed.

The God King’s temple no longer felt bright.

It felt watched.

Priests stepped aside as the bishop strode through the halls, white-and-gold robes snapping around his legs. His face had hardened into something Max had not seen before. Not fear. Not anger exactly.

Judgement.

Vale moved beside him, crossbow already in his hands. The weapon had unfolded from his back with a series of mechanical clicks, limbs locking outward, golden script along the frame glowing faintly. He had a bolt set against the string, its head silver, cold iron, and something white that looked too much like bone.

Mourne walked ahead of them all.

Her clawed gauntlet flexed and relaxed.

Flexed and relaxed.

The three skulls at her belt were silent.

That worried Max more than their clicking ever had.

They descended.

The temple grew older the lower they went. White stone became grey. Gold inlay disappeared. The air cooled. The corridors narrowed, and the doors they passed became heavier, iron-banded, sealed with sun marks, prayer strips, wax, chains, and carved warnings.

Max’s Absorption pressed against his ribs.

There were relics here.

Many.

Too many.

Most were behind walls, locked away beneath holy seals, but he felt them anyway. A bell that hated lies. A bone that remembered miracles. A cup that had drunk poison and survived. A mask with no wearer. A nail driven through something that still twitched in the dark.

His hunger wanted to open.

To taste.

To take.

No.

He clenched the word in his chest until it hurt.

Mourne did not look back, but she said, “Contain yourself.”

“I am.”

Vale gave a sharp laugh. “This is why sane people do not bring fresh recruits into the inner sanctom.”

“Name one sane person here,” Mourne said.

Vale thought for half a breath.

“Fair.”

The bishop did not slow. “The Sun Vault is triple warded.”

“Wards can be opened,” Mourne said.

“Not by accident.”

“Then this is not an accident.”

The bishop’s jaw tightened.

They reached the final door.

It was enormous.

Not tall in a noble way. Not grand. Heavy. Built for resistance rather than display. A circular door of white stone and iron bands set into the end of the corridor, its surface carved with the crowned sun of the God King surrounded by seven open eyes. Chains crossed it in three directions. Each chain was gold and iron twisted together. Wax seals hung from the links, stamped with the bishop’s own mark.

Two priests lay dead before it.

Max stopped breathing for a moment.

They were both on their backs, eyes open, mouths filled with ash. Their robes had not been burned. Their skin had not been cut.

But their mouths were packed full of ash.

The bishop’s face went still.

“Brother Calem,” he said quietly.

Vale crouched beside one body.

“Dead recently.”

Mourne looked at the door.

“The seals?”

“Opened from within,” Vale said.

The bishop’s hand tightened around his staff.

“That is impossible.”

Mourne turned her helmet toward him.

“Clearly not.”

No one argued.

The bishop stepped forward. His staff struck the floor once.

Gold light spread from the point of impact, running up the chains and across the seals. For a moment, the vault door resisted.

Then something on the other side answered.

Green fire bled through the carvings.

The crowned sun turned the colour of old sickness.

The bishop’s face twisted.

“Blasphemy.”

Vale lifted the crossbow. “Finally, I've been itching for a good fight for months.”

The door opened.

Slowly.

Stone grinding against stone.

Heat rolled out.

Not ordinary heat.

Ritual heat.

The kind that made the air taste of metal, bile, and old prayers turned inside out.

The Sun Vault lay beyond.

It should have been holy.

Perhaps it had been.

The chamber was circular and deep, its walls lined with sealed alcoves. Gold script ran across the floor in concentric rings, all surrounding a central dais beneath a shaft of light from somewhere high above. The light should have been sun-bright and white.

Now it was green.

At the centre of the chamber, cultists stood in a circle.

Temple robes.

Merchant coats.

Servant clothes.

One wore the armour of a temple guard.

All had the same mark painted across their faces in green ash: an open door beneath a crowned sun.

The demonic book lay open on a stone lectern beside them.

Its pages turned by themselves.

And above the dais floated the relic.

A sword.

Max saw it and forgot the cultists for one dangerous heartbeat.

The sword was beautiful in the way death could be beautiful.

Its blade was made of gold and bone twisted together, not joined by smithcraft but grown as one impossible substance. The gold ran in veins through pale bone, catching the green light and throwing it back in sickly brilliance. The edge looked too sharp to exist. The hilt was a rib cage of gold around a grip wrapped in faded white leather. The pommel was a small crowned sun carved from bone.

Engravings covered the blade.

The God King’s symbols.

Crowned suns.

Kneeling kings.

Holy script.

Prayers of dominion, purification, obedience, victory.

All of them carved into bone.

All of them bleeding green fire.

Max felt it.

Hunger.

Deep.

Old.

Vast.

Not like the book.

Not like the minor relics.

This was the thing that had brushed the Ashridge wards.

This was the missing relic.

The sword wanted to be held.

It wanted to complete something.

It wanted hands, blood, a name, a throat to speak through.

Absorption opened its mouth inside Max.

No.

Mourne’s clawed hand struck his breastplate.

The impact snapped him back.

“Do not look too long.”

Too late.

The cultist leader stood beneath the floating sword.

He was tall and thin, with white hair tied behind his head and a face that might once have been handsome before devotion hollowed it out. He wore no temple robe. His coat was dark green, tailored like a noble’s, open at the throat. Around his neck hung a cracked sun pendant.

He looked at Mourne.

Then smiled.

“Vaelith.”

Mourne went still.

Not surprised.

Worse.

Recognising.

The man spread his arms.

“You came all this way. How touching.”

Vale’s crossbow snapped up.

He fired.

No warning.

No demand.

No sermon.

The bolt screamed across the chamber.

A shield of green fire flared before the cult leader.

The bolt struck it and stopped.

For one breath, it hung there, vibrating in the air. Golden script on the bolt burned white. Green fire pressed back.

Then the bolt melted into black liquid and fell to the floor.

Vale was already loading another.

The cult leader laughed.

“Brother Vale. Always direct. Still collecting tools for problems you cannot understand?”

Vale shot again.

This time, the shield caught the bolt and bent it aside, sending it into a cultist’s throat.

The cultist dropped, choking.

The leader did not look at him.

The bishop stepped into the vault.

His staff blazed with gold-white fire.

“Cease this ritual!”

The cult leader turned his head slightly.

“Your Radiance,” he said. “You are late to your own sacrament.”

The bishop’s face darkened. “You defile the Sun’s vault.”

“No,” the leader said softly. “I return a forgotten blade to purpose.”

The sword pulsed.

Green fire spilled down from the blade into the ritual circle.

The cultists began chanting faster.

Mourne took one step forward.

“Edran,” she said.

Max looked at her.

The name meant something.

The cult leader’s smile widened.

“My my, are we begging now?”

“What are you doing?” Mourne asked.

“What you would not.” Edran lifted one hand toward the floating sword. “Opening what was sealed. Calling what was promised. Returning hunger to a world too full of timid cages.”

Vale fired a third bolt.

Edran did not even glance at it.

The green shield deflected it into the ceiling, where it exploded in a shower of sparks and broken stone.

“Too late,” Edran said.

The sword turned point-down.

The air split beneath it.

Not physically at first.

Reality thinned.

A vertical wound opened in the centre of the ritual circle, black at the edges and green within. Heat poured out. The smell of blood, smoke, and hot marrow filled the vault. Something beyond the wound moved.

Max’s cold iron armour began to vibrate.

The bishop shouted a prayer.

Gold light slammed into the circle.

Three cultists screamed as the prayer burned the ash marks from their faces.

The wound narrowed.

Then the sword pulsed again.

The gold light cracked.

A hand emerged.

Huge.

Red-black.

Clawed.

It seized the edges of the wound and pulled.

The fiend came through.

It was larger than the demon from House Valcrist.

Much larger.

It unfolded from the tear like something forcing itself through a birth too small for it. Horns scraped the ceiling. Four arms gripped the air, each ending in hooked claws. Its skin was dark red plated with blackened ridges, split by seams of green flame. A long tail lashed behind it, barbed at the end. Its face was half skull, half furnace, with a jaw that opened sideways and down.

Chains hung from its shoulders.

Not binding it.

Decorating it.

The first thing it did was kill the nearest cultist.

One of its lower hands caught the man by the head.

There was a wet crunch.

The body dropped.

Another cultist screamed and tried to flee.

The fiend’s tail punched through his back and lifted him from the floor. The man kicked once. Twice. Then went limp.

Edran smiled as his followers died.

“Hungry,” he said, almost fondly.

Mourne moved.

Vale shouted, “Circle!”

The bishop struck his staff down.

Gold fire burst across the floor, forming a half-ring between the fiend and the open vault door. The fiend recoiled from the light, then struck it with two claws. Sparks exploded.

Mourne went left.

Vale went right.

Max stood for one heartbeat too long.

Then a cultist rushed him with a curved dagger.

Max’s halberd moved before thought finished.

Cold iron blade met human flesh.

Sharpness III opened the man from shoulder to chest.

He fell.

Max stepped over him.

No time.

No room.

No grief.

The fiend roared.

The psychic force of it slammed into the vault.

Max staggered, but not as badly as before. Anchor II held some of him in place. Steady Stance held the rest. Fear clawed up his throat.

He did not absorb all of it.

Useful.

Not blind.

Mourne struck the fiend first.

She leapt higher than any human could, claws extended, one arm already changed beneath the gauntlet. Black demonic talons raked across the fiend’s side. The wounds opened in smoking lines.

The fiend backhanded her with one upper arm.

She twisted in midair, hit the wall feet-first, and sprang away before the second blow landed.

Vale’s chain snapped out.

The eye-symbol at the end struck one of the fiend’s lower wrists and wrapped around it. White light flared.

The fiend snarled.

Vale planted his boots and yanked.

The chain tightened.

The bishop used the opening.

He raised his staff and hurled a blast of gold fire into the fiend’s chest.

The blast drove it backward one step.

Then another.

Max attacked its leg.

Cold iron halberd bit into black-red flesh.

The fiend screamed.

Good.

Everything screamed when cold iron found the right place.

Then its tail struck him.

He got the shaft down in time, barely. Durability V kept the halberd from snapping. The force still threw him sideways across the floor. He rolled, armour scraping against gold script, and slammed into a sealed alcove hard enough to crack the stone.

Pain erupted.

He stayed conscious.

Barely.

Across the chamber, Edran watched from behind the green shield.

The sword floated above him, point-down, still feeding light into the fiend.

“You are all very dramatic,” Edran called.

Mourne landed between the fiend and the dais.

“Come out.”

Edran smiled at her.

“And disappoint you?”

“You always did.”

That smile faltered.

Only for a heartbeat.

Vale saw it.

He fired.

Not at Edran.

At the sword.

The bolt struck the green shield around the dais and shattered into sparks, but the shield rippled.

“Again!” the bishop shouted.

Vale fired another bolt.

Then another.

Each one carried a different head. Silver. Bone. Cold iron. Sun-gold. One burst into chains of light. One screamed like a dying bird. One became a white flame that crawled over the shield.

The shield held.

Barely.

Edran’s expression hardened.

The fiend lunged toward Vale.

Mourne intercepted it, Demonification spreading through both arms now. Horn-black ridges rose along her shoulders. Her claws caught two of its hands. The difference in size was absurd.

She held for half a breath.

Then the fiend drove her down.

Max forced himself upright.

His shoulder burned. His ribs screamed. His head rang.

The fiend raised one arm to crush Mourne.

The bishop blasted it again, gold fire hammering the creature’s side and pushing it off balance.

Vale threw a dagger.

It struck the fiend’s eye.

The dagger exploded in white light.

The fiend reeled back, one side of its face smoking.

Mourne rolled free and came up with her own clawed hand buried in the fiend’s knee.

She tore sideways.

Black-red flesh split.

The fiend stumbled.

Max saw the sword pulse again.

Every wound on the fiend burned green.

Healing.

Not fully.

But enough.

“The sword!” Max shouted.

“I noticed,” Vale snapped.

Edran laughed.

“You cannot stop it now. The MaThey moved.

Not quickly enough.

Max followed Mourne, Vale, and the bishop through the temple corridors with his cold iron halberd clenched in both hands. His body still hurt from the werewolves, from the demon in House Valcrist, from being healed and injured and healed only halfway. His shoulder pulled beneath the armour. His ribs ached. His side burned.

None of it mattered.

The compass had pointed into the temple.

Into the vault.

Into the place where the demonic book had been taken to be cleansed.

The God King’s temple no longer felt bright.

It felt watched.

Priests stepped aside as the bishop strode through the halls, white-and-gold robes snapping around his legs. His face had hardened into something Max had not seen before. Not fear. Not anger exactly.

Judgement.

Vale moved beside him, crossbow already in his hands. The weapon had unfolded from his back with a series of mechanical clicks, limbs locking outward, golden script along the frame glowing faintly. He had a bolt set against the string, its head silver, cold iron, and something white that looked too much like bone.

Mourne walked ahead of them all.

Her clawed gauntlet flexed and relaxed.

Flexed and relaxed.

The three skulls at her belt were silent.

That worried Max more than their clicking ever had.

They descended.

The temple grew older the lower they went. White stone became grey. Gold inlay disappeared. The air cooled. The corridors narrowed, and the doors they passed became heavier, iron-banded, sealed with sun marks, prayer strips, wax, chains, and carved warnings.

Max’s Absorption pressed against his ribs.

There were relics here.

Many.

Too many.

Most were behind walls, locked away beneath holy seals, but he felt them anyway. A bell that hated lies. A bone that remembered miracles. A cup that had drunk poison and survived. A mask with no wearer. A nail driven through something that still twitched in the dark.

His hunger wanted to open.

To taste.

To take.

No.

He clenched the word in his chest until it hurt.

Mourne did not look back, but she said, “Contain yourself.”

“I am.”

Vale gave a sharp laugh. “This is why sane people do not bring fresh recruits into the inner sanctom.”

“Name one sane person here,” Mourne said.

Vale thought for half a breath.

“Fair.”

The bishop did not slow. “The Sun Vault is triple warded.”

“Wards can be opened,” Mourne said.

“Not by accident.”

“Then this is not an accident.”

The bishop’s jaw tightened.

They reached the final door.

It was enormous.

Not tall in a noble way. Not grand. Heavy. Built for resistance rather than display. A circular door of white stone and iron bands set into the end of the corridor, its surface carved with the crowned sun of the God King surrounded by seven open eyes. Chains crossed it in three directions. Each chain was gold and iron twisted together. Wax seals hung from the links, stamped with the bishop’s own mark.

Two priests lay dead before it.

Max stopped breathing for a moment.

They were both on their backs, eyes open, mouths filled with ash. Their robes had not been burned. Their skin had not been cut.

But their mouths were packed full of ash.

The bishop’s face went still.

“Brother Calem,” he said quietly.

Vale crouched beside one body.

“Dead recently.”

Mourne looked at the door.

“The seals?”

“Opened from within,” Vale said.

The bishop’s hand tightened around his staff.

“That is impossible.”

Mourne turned her helmet toward him.

“Clearly not.”

No one argued.

The bishop stepped forward. His staff struck the floor once.

Gold light spread from the point of impact, running up the chains and across the seals. For a moment, the vault door resisted.

Then something on the other side answered.

Green fire bled through the carvings.

The crowned sun turned the colour of old sickness.

The bishop’s face twisted.

“Blasphemy.”

Vale lifted the crossbow. “Finally, I've been itching for a good fight for months.”

The door opened.

Slowly.

Stone grinding against stone.

Heat rolled out.

Not ordinary heat.

Ritual heat.

The kind that made the air taste of metal, bile, and old prayers turned inside out.

The Sun Vault lay beyond.

It should have been holy.

Perhaps it had been.

The chamber was circular and deep, its walls lined with sealed alcoves. Gold script ran across the floor in concentric rings, all surrounding a central dais beneath a shaft of light from somewhere high above. The light should have been sun-bright and white.

Now it was green.

At the centre of the chamber, cultists stood in a circle.

Temple robes.

Merchant coats.

Servant clothes.

One wore the armour of a temple guard.

All had the same mark painted across their faces in green ash: an open door beneath a crowned sun.

The demonic book lay open on a stone lectern beside them.

Its pages turned by themselves.

And above the dais floated the relic.

A sword.

Max saw it and forgot the cultists for one dangerous heartbeat.

The sword was beautiful in the way death could be beautiful.

Its blade was made of gold and bone twisted together, not joined by smithcraft but grown as one impossible substance. The gold ran in veins through pale bone, catching the green light and throwing it back in sickly brilliance. The edge looked too sharp to exist. The hilt was a rib cage of gold around a grip wrapped in faded white leather. The pommel was a small crowned sun carved from bone.

Engravings covered the blade.

The God King’s symbols.

Crowned suns.

Kneeling kings.

Holy script.

Prayers of dominion, purification, obedience, victory.

All of them carved into bone.

All of them bleeding green fire.

Max felt it.

Hunger.

Deep.

Old.

Vast.

Not like the book.

Not like the minor relics.

This was the thing that had brushed the Ashridge wards.

This was the missing relic.

The sword wanted to be held.

It wanted to complete something.

It wanted hands, blood, a name, a throat to speak through.

Absorption opened its mouth inside Max.

No.

Mourne’s clawed hand struck his breastplate.

The impact snapped him back.

“Do not look too long.”

Too late.

The cultist leader stood beneath the floating sword.

He was tall and thin, with white hair tied behind his head and a face that might once have been handsome before devotion hollowed it out. He wore no temple robe. His coat was dark green, tailored like a noble’s, open at the throat. Around his neck hung a cracked sun pendant.

He looked at Mourne.

Then smiled.

“Vaelith.”

Mourne went still.

Not surprised.

Worse.

Recognising.

The man spread his arms.

“You came all this way. How touching.”

Vale’s crossbow snapped up.

He fired.

No warning.

No demand.

No sermon.

The bolt screamed across the chamber.

A shield of green fire flared before the cult leader.

The bolt struck it and stopped.

For one breath, it hung there, vibrating in the air. Golden script on the bolt burned white. Green fire pressed back.

Then the bolt melted into black liquid and fell to the floor.

Vale was already loading another.

The cult leader laughed.

“Brother Vale. Always direct. Still collecting tools for problems you cannot understand?”

Vale shot again.

This time, the shield caught the bolt and bent it aside, sending it into a cultist’s throat.

The cultist dropped, choking.

The leader did not look at him.

The bishop stepped into the vault.

His staff blazed with gold-white fire.

“Cease this ritual!”

The cult leader turned his head slightly.

“Your Radiance,” he said. “You are late to your own sacrament.”

The bishop’s face darkened. “You defile the Sun’s vault.”

“No,” the leader said softly. “I return a forgotten blade to purpose.”

The sword pulsed.

Green fire spilled down from the blade into the ritual circle.

The cultists began chanting faster.

Mourne took one step forward.

“Edran,” she said.

Max looked at her.

The name meant something.

The cult leader’s smile widened.

“My my, are we begging now?”

“What are you doing?” Mourne asked.

“What you would not.” Edran lifted one hand toward the floating sword. “Opening what was sealed. Calling what was promised. Returning hunger to a world too full of timid cages.”

Vale fired a third bolt.

Edran did not even glance at it.

The green shield deflected it into the ceiling, where it exploded in a shower of sparks and broken stone.

“Too late,” Edran said.

The sword turned point-down.

The air split beneath it.

Not physically at first.

Reality thinned.

A vertical wound opened in the centre of the ritual circle, black at the edges and green within. Heat poured out. The smell of blood, smoke, and hot marrow filled the vault. Something beyond the wound moved.

Max’s cold iron armour began to vibrate.

The bishop shouted a prayer.

Gold light slammed into the circle.

Three cultists screamed as the prayer burned the ash marks from their faces.

The wound narrowed.

Then the sword pulsed again.

The gold light cracked.

A hand emerged.

Huge.

Red-black.

Clawed.

It seized the edges of the wound and pulled.

The fiend came through.

It was larger than the demon from House Valcrist.

Much larger.

It unfolded from the tear like something forcing itself through a birth too small for it. Horns scraped the ceiling. Four arms gripped the air, each ending in hooked claws. Its skin was dark red plated with blackened ridges, split by seams of green flame. A long tail lashed behind it, barbed at the end. Its face was half skull, half furnace, with a jaw that opened sideways and down.

Chains hung from its shoulders.

Not binding it.

Decorating it.

The first thing it did was kill the nearest cultist.

One of its lower hands caught the man by the head.

There was a wet crunch.

The body dropped.

Another cultist screamed and tried to flee.

The fiend’s tail punched through his back and lifted him from the floor. The man kicked once. Twice. Then went limp.

Edran smiled as his followers died.

“Hungry,” he said, almost fondly.

Mourne moved.

Vale shouted, “Circle!”

The bishop struck his staff down.

Gold fire burst across the floor, forming a half-ring between the fiend and the open vault door. The fiend recoiled from the light, then struck it with two claws. Sparks exploded.

Mourne went left.

Vale went right.

Max stood for one heartbeat too long.

Then a cultist rushed him with a curved dagger.

Max’s halberd moved before thought finished.

Cold iron blade met human flesh.

Sharpness III opened the man from shoulder to chest.

He fell.

Max stepped over him.

No time.

No room.

No grief.

The fiend roared.

The psychic force of it slammed into the vault.

Max staggered, but not as badly as before. Anchor II held some of him in place. Steady Stance held the rest. Fear clawed up his throat.

He did not absorb all of it.

Useful.

Not blind.

Mourne struck the fiend first.

She leapt higher than any human could, claws extended, one arm already changed beneath the gauntlet. Black demonic talons raked across the fiend’s side. The wounds opened in smoking lines.

The fiend backhanded her with one upper arm.

She twisted in midair, hit the wall feet-first, and sprang away before the second blow landed.

Vale’s chain snapped out.

The eye-symbol at the end struck one of the fiend’s lower wrists and wrapped around it. White light flared.

The fiend snarled.

Vale planted his boots and yanked.

The chain tightened.

The bishop used the opening.

He raised his staff and hurled a blast of gold fire into the fiend’s chest.

The blast drove it backward one step.

Then another.

Max attacked its leg.

Cold iron halberd bit into black-red flesh.

The fiend screamed.

Good.

Everything screamed when cold iron found the right place.

Then its tail struck him.

He got the shaft down in time, barely. Durability V kept the halberd from snapping. The force still threw him sideways across the floor. He rolled, armour scraping against gold script, and slammed into a sealed alcove hard enough to crack the stone.

Pain erupted.

He stayed conscious.

Barely.

Across the chamber, Edran watched from behind the green shield.

The sword floated above him, point-down, still feeding light into the fiend.

“You are all very dramatic,” Edran called.

Mourne landed between the fiend and the dais.

“Come out.”

Edran smiled at her.

“And disappoint you?”

“You always did.”

That smile faltered.

Only for a heartbeat.

Vale saw it.

He fired.

Not at Edran.

At the sword.

The bolt struck the green shield around the dais and shattered into sparks, but the shield rippled.

“Again!” the bishop shouted.

Vale fired another bolt.

Then another.

Each one carried a different head. Silver. Bone. Cold iron. Sun-gold. One burst into chains of light. One screamed like a dying bird. One became a white flame that crawled over the shield.

The shield held.

Barely.

Edran’s expression hardened.

The fiend lunged toward Vale.

Mourne intercepted it, Demonification spreading through both arms now. Horn-black ridges rose along her shoulders. Her claws caught two of its hands. The difference in size was absurd.

She held for half a breath.

Then the fiend drove her down.

Max forced himself upright.

His shoulder burned. His ribs screamed. His head rang.

The fiend raised one arm to crush Mourne.

The bishop blasted it again, gold fire hammering the creature’s side and pushing it off balance.

Vale threw a dagger.

It struck the fiend’s eye.

The dagger exploded in white light.

The fiend reeled back, one side of its face smoking.

Mourne rolled free and came up with her own clawed hand buried in the fiend’s knee.

She tore sideways.

Black-red flesh split.

The fiend stumbled.

Max saw the sword pulse again.

Every wound on the fiend burned green.

Healing.

Not fully.

But enough.

“The sword!” Max shouted.

“I noticed,” Vale snapped.

Edran laughed.

“You cannot stop it now. The Ma

Now he did.

Do not let it in.

Do not open.

Do not take the wrong thing.

But Vale’s chain lay nearby.

The dark chain with the iron eye-symbol.

The chain that had bound the sword.

The chain that had weakened the fiend.

The chain that made Absorption recoil and hunger at once.

A tool.

A dangerous thing.

A holy thing.

A judging thing.

Max crawled.

The fiend’s will surged through him.

His legs spasmed. Something in his back tried to unfold. His thoughts blurred around hunger and green light. His hand scraped across stone, leaving black claw marks.

Mourne lay to his left.

Neck wrong.

Still.

No.

Do not look.

Goal clear.

Chain.

He dragged himself another inch.

The fiend stepped closer.

It did not stop him.

It thought he was crawling toward surrender.

Maybe he was.

Max reached.

His fingers closed around the chain.

The eye-symbol opened.

White light erupted into him.

It hurt worse than the relic.

Worse than the demon in Valcrist.

Worse than werewolf claws.

Worse than Ilven’s healing needles.

The chain did not want to be eaten.

It wanted to judge the mouth.

Absorption bit down anyway.

The first link burned away into white fire.

Then the second.

Then the third.

Max’s body arched.

The fiend screamed through him.

Not at him.

Through him.

The chain entered his Skill like a command made metal.

Bind.

Witness.

Reject.

Expose.

Hold.

Max swallowed it link by link.

The eye-symbol fought last.

It opened fully, staring into Max with a light that saw every hunger he had ever hidden.

Alfie’s wolf.

Greystone streets.

Renn’s memories.

The death ring.

Garron’s throat beneath the blade.

Seraphine’s sobbing.

The werewolf boy.

Mourne saying potential.

All of it.

The eye saw.

The eye did not forgive.

It bound.

Max screamed until his throat tore.

Then the chain was gone.

System text exploded across his vision in white and green and gold.

He still could not read it.

But he felt the new effect settle like a lock slammed shut inside his chest.

The fiend’s will hit that lock.

And stopped.

For one breath, Max was himself again.

Hurt.

Changed.

Hungry.

Terrified.

But himself.

He lifted his head.

The fiend stared at him.

Its furnace mouth opened.

Max’s voice came out broken.

“No.”

White light burned under his skin where black veins had spread.

The demonic changes did not vanish.

Not immediately.

But they slowed.

The green in his vision cracked.

Cold iron stopped burning quite so deeply.

The hunger remained.

But now something wrapped around it.

A chain.

A witness.

A refusal.

Max pushed himself onto one knee.

The fiend roared.


            

    
        Burning Blood

    
    
    
    
                The fiend roared.

Max rose.

Not fully.

Not cleanly.

One knee first. Then one boot. Then the other. His cold iron armour scraped against the vault floor as he forced himself upright, every plate groaning as if it knew something inside him no longer fit correctly.

His hands shook around nothing.

The halberd lay somewhere behind him, smoking on the stone.

Vale’s chain was gone.

The sword was gone.

The relic of gold and bone had vanished into him, and the inquisitor’s chain had followed it down.

Absorption had swallowed both.

Max could still feel them.

The sword was hunger.

The chain was refusal.

They turned inside him like two enemies locked in the same cage.

Green fire licked beneath his skin. White light wrapped around it in burning links. His blood felt too hot. His bones felt too large. His teeth ached. Beneath his gauntlets, his fingers had changed. Not fully. Not cleanly. The metal strained around blackened nails and joints that wanted to bend wrong.

The fiend stared at him.

It had stopped smiling.

Good.

Max held on to that.

Good.

The fiend’s wounds still smoked from cold iron, gold fire, Mourne’s claws, and Vale’s bindings. One horn was broken. One eye had melted and healed badly. Its throat bore deep torn seams where Mourne had opened it. Its knee dragged slightly despite the sword’s healing pulse.

But the sword no longer pulsed.

The relic was inside Max now.

And the fiend knew.

Its furnace-mouth opened.

“Door,” it growled.

Max’s lips pulled back from his teeth.

His voice came out wrong.

Rougher.

Lower.

“No.”

The word struck the vault harder than it should have.

White light flared under his skin.

The fiend lunged.

Max should have dodged.

He did not.

He charged.

The movement surprised them both.

Fleet of Foot made his first step smooth. Steady Stance made the second stable. Something else, something from the sword or the chain or the violence happening inside his blood, made the third step impossible.

He crossed the distance too fast.

The fiend’s upper arm swept down.

Max met it with his left forearm.

Bone should have broken.

Armour should have buckled.

Instead, the blow struck him and stopped.

Durability V screamed through his gear. Anchor II locked his body against the impact. White chain-light flashed across his vambrace, forming links for half a heartbeat before vanishing.

The fiend’s claws scraped down his armour.

Sparks flew.

Max drove his right fist into the wound Mourne had torn in its knee.

His gauntlet hit flesh.

The fiend screamed.

Not because of the punch.

Because Max’s blood was leaking through the damaged plates of his own gauntlet.

Because where his blood touched the fiend, it burned.

Holy fire.

Not temple flame.

Not priest-light.

Something rougher.

Hungrier.

A white-gold blaze threaded through with green, burning from inside Max’s blood as if the chain had taught his body how to condemn what the sword had taught it to crave.

The fiend’s flesh hissed and split around the wound. Black-red muscle peeled back. Green flame inside the creature recoiled from Max’s blood as if struck by sunlight. White fire crawled through the injury in jagged veins, burning demonic flesh too deeply for it to heal.

Max stared at his own hand.

Blood ran from beneath the gauntlet.

His blood.

Dark.

Too dark.

Threaded with faint green.

Threaded with white-gold fire.

The fiend backed away one step.

Max understood.

His flesh and blood rejected it now.

No.

Not only rejected.

Judged.

Burned.

Devoured the place where demon and world touched.

A laugh bubbled in his throat.

He swallowed it.

That was not his.

Maybe it was.

That was worse.

The fiend struck again.

Max ducked beneath the first claw, took the second across his shoulder, and slammed into its chest. His armour burned against demonic heat. His ribs screamed. Something tore in his side.

Pain lanced through him.

Fear followed.

He was still hurt.

Still too slow.

Still mortal beneath the armour, beneath the relics, beneath the impossible hunger.

The fiend was stronger.

Older.

Made for this.

Max stumbled back as another claw hammered across his breastplate and drove him to one knee.

Pain tried to fold him.

Fear tried to slow him.

The fiend lifted two arms to crush him.

Max stared up at it.

And in that heartbeat, he understood something simple.

Restraint would get him killed.

Mourne had taught him rules.

Draven had taught him rules.

Blackhold had taught him survival.

But rules did not matter if he died kneeling beneath a fiend while Mourne lay broken behind him and Vale’s blood dried on the vault floor.

If he could not survive by holding back, then he would survive by opening everything.

Max let go.

Absorb Emotion opened fully.

Not a sip.

Not a careful draw.

Not the controlled lessons in Blackhold where fear became clarity and pain became warning.

He opened the ability like tearing a door from its hinges.

Pain vanished.

All of it.

The crushed ribs.

The torn shoulder.

The burned side.

The broken skin.

The blood slick inside his armour.

Gone.

Fear vanished next.

Not reduced.

Not controlled.

Gone.

No terror of the fiend. No horror at Mourne’s twisted neck. No grief for Vale. No dread of becoming something monstrous. No hesitation. No trembling human instinct screaming that he was wounded, outmatched, dying.

Everything inside him that could slow him became fuel.

Pain.

Fear.

Shock.

Anger.

Desperation.

Guilt.

The ache of leaving Seraphine behind.

The helplessness of Greystone.

The hunger of the streets.

The shame of being useful only because his Skill could take.

He absorbed it all.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs became a furnace.

Max stood.

The fiend’s claws came down.

He moved.

Not away.

Through.

The first claw scraped along his pauldron. The second missed his head by less than a finger. Max stepped inside the creature’s reach and drove his damaged gauntlet into the glowing crack beneath its sternum.

His holy-burning blood smeared across demonic flesh.

The reaction was violent.

The fiend convulsed.

Black smoke burst from its mouth. Its lower arms clawed at Max, tearing gouges across his backplate, trying to peel him away before the burning spread.

Max felt none of it.

He only understood it.

Damage to backplate.

Shoulder compromised.

Armour holding.

Enemy burning.

Push deeper.

He pushed.

His fist sank into the wound.

The fiend lifted him and threw him across the vault.

Max hit the floor, rolled, smashed into the base of the lectern, and saw white stars explode through his vision.

No pain.

No fear.

Only data.

Distance: twelve paces.

Fiend recovering.

Mourne unmoving.

Bishop down.

Vale dead.

Sword absorbed.

Chain active.

Blood effective.

Max rose before the fiend expected him to.

His body should not have allowed it.

Absorb Emotion forced it anyway.

The missing pain became strength. The missing fear became focus. Every swallowed emotion surged through him in a brutal, bright rush.

Not safe.

Not controlled.

Higher than before.

Stronger than before.

Colder than before.

He felt his body tearing itself apart to obey him.

He did not care.

The fiend slammed both upper hands into the floor.

Green fire raced across the gold-scripted stone in a circle around Max.

A trap.

A summoning ring turned into a cage.

The flames rose waist-high.

They did not touch him yet.

The fiend spoke in a language that made the vault walls sweat.

The green fire leaned inward.

Max lifted one hand.

The flames reflected in his gauntlet.

Open, something inside him whispered.

Take it.

No.

He remembered Mourne.

Useful did not mean correct.

Efficient did not mean safe.

Natural did not mean right.

Hunger was never proof of need.

The green fire pressed closer.

Max stepped into it.

The fire found gaps in armour, kissed bruised skin, burned through padding, crawled toward old wounds.

He felt nothing.

But his blood answered.

White-gold flame erupted from every cut beneath his armour. It poured through seams in his gauntlets, down his vambraces, across the torn side of his breastplate. Wherever his blood met the fiend’s green fire, holy flame bloomed, eating the demonic heat and turning it into steam.

Max walked through the ring.

One step.

Then another.

Then another.

His armour smoked.

His flesh burned.

His blood burned hotter.

The fiend’s remaining eye widened.

Max emerged from the fire with white-gold flames crawling over his wounds.

Then he ran.

The fiend met him with a roar.

They crashed together in the centre of the vault.

No technique.

No clean halberd forms.

No instructor would have called it good.

Max fought with gauntlets, elbows, knees, horns that were not his but tried to grow under his skin, teeth he refused to use, and blood that burned like holy fire whenever the fiend tore him open.

The fiend was stronger.

Much stronger.

It drove claws into his breastplate and lifted him off the ground. Durability V held for one heartbeat, two, three — then one claw punched through near his ribs.

Max registered the wound.

Deep penetration.

Blood loss.

Holy burn active.

He slammed both hands around the fiend’s wrist and squeezed.

Iron Grip locked.

Grasp locked.

His burning blood ran over the fiend’s claws and down its hand.

White-gold fire spread up its arm.

The fiend screamed and tried to shake him loose.

Max held.

He twisted.

Bone cracked.

Not his.

The fiend’s.

It dropped him.

Max landed on his feet.

The impact should have driven him down.

Steady Stance held.

Absorb Emotion kept him moving.

The fiend recoiled, one arm burning from wrist to elbow, demonic flesh sloughing away under holy flame.

Max laughed this time.

He did not swallow it.

The sound came out wrong.

Cold.

Almost pleased.

Somewhere deep inside, the chain tightened.

Warning.

Max ignored it.

No fear.

No pain.

No weakness.

The fiend roared and struck.

Max ducked, stepped in, and seized the torn edge of its lower jaw with both hands.

His gauntlets smoked.

His fingers burned.

The fiend grabbed his arms.

Max pulled.

The fiend pulled back.

For a moment, they locked there.

Monster against boy.

Demon against hunger.

Strength against refusal.

Max could feel the fiend pushing into him again. Not through the relic now. Through contact. Through wounds. Through shared blood and violence. It wanted back in. It wanted the door reopened. It wanted the sword’s place inside him.

Become.

Take.

Feed.

Rule.

But there was no fear left to exploit.

No pain left to twist.

No hesitation left to widen.

Max had eaten all of it.

The fiend found only hunger.

And the chain wrapped around it.

Max snarled.

His blood burned brighter.

He tore sideways.

The fiend’s lower jaw ripped free.

Black fire sprayed from its mouth.

The creature reeled back, shrieking.

Max stumbled after it.

His hand found the halberd.

He did not remember crossing to it.

Maybe he had not.

Maybe the weapon had been closer than he thought.

He seized the shaft.

Cold iron resisted him for half a heartbeat.

Then accepted his grip.

Iron Grip II locked around it.

The halberd felt light.

Too light.

Or he was too strong.

Both.

The fiend staggered, jaw hanging ruined, one arm clutching its face. Its other arms gathered green fire, not in a blast now, but around itself, trying to heal, trying to rebuild around the stolen relic’s absence.

Max saw the pattern.

A gap beneath the sternum.

A wound already burned by his blood.

A place the sword had fed.

The door.

He ran.

The fiend hurled fire.

Max took it on the shoulder and kept moving. Armour blackened. Padding burned. Skin split. His blood met flame and turned it into holy steam.

The fiend swung one massive arm.

Max slid under it, Fleet of Foot keeping his movement smooth beyond anything his injured body should have managed. The tail lashed toward his legs.

He jumped.

Not high enough.

The tail caught him across the thigh and spun him sideways. His greave cracked against stone.

His leg broke.

He knew it.

He did not feel it.

Absorb Emotion swallowed the shock before it could become weakness.

Max hit the ground, rolled, and rose again on a leg that should not hold him.

The chain inside him flared white.

Something warned him that this was damage he would pay for later.

Later did not matter.

The fiend raised both upper arms to crush him.

Max thrust upward.

The cold iron halberd punched into the glowing crack beneath its sternum.

He drove it deep.

The fiend froze.

Max stood, roaring, pushing the shaft with both hands.

Sharpness III widened the wound.

Cold iron burned.

Freezing Cut II flared, frost crawling through green fire.

His blood ran down the shaft, under his gauntlets, into the wound.

Holy fire erupted inside the fiend.

The vault filled with white-gold light.

The fiend convulsed.

White links of light burst from the halberd wound, not from the weapon but from Max. Chain shapes spread across the fiend’s chest, wrapping around ribs, around fire, around something deeper.

The fiend screamed without a jaw.

The sound became psychic pressure.

It hit Max full in the mind.

Again, memories tried to break him.

Greystone.

Blackhold.

Renn.

Goblins.

Garron.

Valcrist.

Werewolves.

Vale torn in half.

Mourne’s neck snapping.

Alfie.

Always Alfie.

You’ll come back?

But without fear, the memories had no teeth.

Without pain, they had no hooks.

Without hesitation, they became images only.

Facts.

Fuel.

Max opened Absorb Emotion wider.

The psychic scream poured into him.

He ate it.

The fiend’s scream became strength.

Its pressure became clarity.

Its attempt to stun him became another current feeding the furnace beneath his ribs.

Max’s eyes burned white-green.

His voice came out as a broken whisper.

“Not yours.”

He pushed the halberd higher.

The blade struck something inside the fiend.

Not heart.

Not core.

The place where the summoned thing anchored to the world.

The place where the sword had called it.

Max’s blood reached it.

The fiend burned from the inside.

Green fire turned white.

Then gold.

Then black.

Then nothing.

The fiend thrashed wildly.

One claw tore across Max’s helm, ripping the face guard half-open. Clear Vision flashed and fractured. Another claw punched through his side armour. A lower hand seized his shoulder and crushed until metal bent.

Max did not let go.

He could not let go.

Iron Grip held him.

Grasp held him.

The chain held him.

Absorb Emotion held back everything that might make him stop.

The fiend lifted him bodily, halberd still buried in its chest, and slammed him against the dais.

Stone cracked under his back.

He registered impact.

Spine stressed.

Ribs damaged.

Armour failing.

Still alive.

Continue.

The fiend leaned over him, furnace-light dying in its ruined mouth. Its remaining eye burned with hatred.

It tried one last time.

Not to crush.

Not to burn.

To enter.

The fiend’s will pushed through the halberd, through blood, through wounds, through the relic-shaped place inside Max where the sword had been.

Open.

Max saw himself standing over everything.

Not wounded. Not afraid. Not hungry.

Complete.

Strong enough to save everyone.

Strong enough to never be abandoned.

Strong enough to take every relic, every Skill, every enemy, every memory, every wound, every missing piece, and become whole at last.

It was beautiful.

That was how he knew it was a lie.

Not because he feared it.

He had no fear left.

Not because it hurt.

He had no pain left.

Because it was too easy.

Max forced his broken hand down the halberd shaft until his palm pressed against the fiend’s chest.

Blood smeared between them.

Holy fire exploded outward.

His blood burned into the demon like sunlight poured through a wound.

The fiend shrieked.

The gold-white flames crawled across its chest, into its throat, along its arms, through every cut Mourne, Vale, the bishop, and Max had made. The burns did not close. They widened, exposing black bone and green flame beneath.

“No,” Max said.

Absorption opened.

Not to take the fiend into himself.

To take away the anchor.

The difference was thin.

Terrifyingly thin.

He focused on the thing that bound the fiend to the world. The ritual’s hook. The sword’s invitation. The green-fire thread that tied monster to vault, to cult, to relic, to him.

Not the mind.

Not the soul.

Not the blood.

The binding.

Nothing that binds me.

This bound it.

So he ate the binding.

The fiend’s remaining eye widened.

Max pulled.

The anchor came loose like a spine ripped from shadow.

Power flooded him.

Too much.

Green fire.

Bone-gold hunger.

Summoning heat.

Ritual language.

Cult devotion.

The fiend’s rage.

No.

The chain inside him snapped tight around the flood.

White light burned through him.

Absorb Emotion swallowed the terror that should have broken him.

The anchor shattered.

The fiend lost its hold on the world.

Its body collapsed inward.

Not falling.

Imploding.

The black-red flesh cracked like old clay. Holy fire poured from the wounds, burning outward and inward at once. Green flame leaked from every seam, only to be devoured by white-gold light. Horns splintered. Arms twisted. The tail lashed once, gouging a trench through stone, then turned to ash from the tip inward.

Max tried to move.

Could not.

The halberd remained in his hands as the fiend disintegrated around it.

For one second, he saw the creature’s true shape behind the flesh.

A hunger with claws.

A mouth made of doors.

An eye looking back from somewhere too far away.

Then the cold iron blade split the last of the anchor, and the true shape vanished.

The fiend died.

The vault went quiet.

Ash fell like black snow.

Max stood because the halberd held him up.

Absorb Emotion still blazed open.

No pain.

No fear.

No grief.

No horror.

Only aftermath.

Mourne.

The thought came without emotion at first.

Then Max realised that was wrong.

Very wrong.

He closed Absorb Emotion.

Everything returned.

All at once.

Pain hit him like the vault collapsing.

Fear followed.

Then grief.

Then horror.

Then the knowledge of what he had done to his own body.

Max screamed.

The halberd slipped from his hands.

He dropped to his knees.

Every wound became real.

Every burn.

Every break.

His leg.

His ribs.

His side.

His shoulder.

His hands.

Every place the fiend had struck him.

Every place his own body had tried to become something else.

His gauntlets smoked. His armour was torn open in half a dozen places. Blood ran down his arms, his side, his neck. Some of it was red. Some of it was dark with green threads. Some of it glowed white-gold for a heartbeat before fading.

Max looked at his hands.

The fingers were mostly human again.

Mostly.

The nails remained too dark.

The joints ached as if they had been bent and forced back into place.

System text flickered in his vision.

He could not read it.

Not now.

Mourne.

This time, the thought came with feeling.

It almost broke him.

Max turned.

The vault spun.

He nearly fell.

Mourne lay where the fiend had thrown her.

Small.

Too still.

Her helmet was gone. Her black hair spread across the stone. Her red cloak was twisted beneath her. Her neck lay at an angle that made Max’s stomach lurch. One hand was still half-changed, demonic claws sunk into the floor as if she had tried to rise and failed.

“Mourne.”

His voice barely existed.

He crawled.

Not walked.

Crawled.

His armour dragged against the stone. Blood smeared beneath him. Each movement sent pain up his side in bright, tearing lines. His right leg did not work properly. His left shoulder screamed. His ribs felt like broken glass.

He kept moving.

The vault door stood open somewhere behind him.

The corridor beyond was silent.

No.

Not silent.

Footsteps.

Distant at first.

Then closer.

Voices.

Shouting.

Priests.

Guards.

Someone calling the bishop’s name.

Max ignored them.

He reached Mourne.

Her eyes were closed.

That was wrong.

Mourne’s eyes should not be closed.

He put one shaking hand near her face.

No breath.

Of course.

Vampire.

Stupid.

He touched her shoulder.

Cold.

But she was always cold.

He looked at her neck and almost gagged.

“Mourne,” he said again.

No answer.

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred toward her.

No.

Absolutely no.

He slammed that hunger down so hard his vision flashed white.

Nothing living or recently dead.

Was she living?

Was she dead?

No.

No.

No.

He would not find out by reaching.

He took her hand instead.

Her fingers were clawed and cold.

He held them carefully.

Behind him, someone cried out.

“God preserve us.”

More footsteps thundered into the vault.

Max tried to turn his head.

Could not.

The bishop was still down near the wall. Vale was still dead beside the dais. The fiend was ash. The sword was gone. The vault was ruined.

A priest in white-and-gold robes rushed through the door, face pale with horror. Others followed behind him with sun lanterns, weapons, bandages, prayer seals.

The first priest saw Max beside Mourne.

Saw the blood.

Saw the black veins fading beneath Max’s skin.

Saw the ash of the fiend.

Saw the ruined sword’s empty place above the dais.

His mouth opened.

Max tried to speak.

To warn him.

To ask for help.

To tell him Mourne’s neck was wrong.

To tell him not to touch the ash.

To tell him Vale had died holding the chain.

To tell him he had not opened.

Not fully.

But no sound came out.

The priest rushed toward them, golden light already gathering in his hands.

Max saw that light.

Clean.

Bright.

Powerful.

His hunger stirred.

The chain inside him tightened.

No.

The priest’s face blurred.

Mourne’s hand slipped in his grip.

Max tried to hold on.

The last thing he saw was the priest falling to his knees beside them, hands shining like a small sun.

Then the vault, the blood, the ash, and the golden light faded to black.

            

    
        White Room

    
    
    
    
                Max woke to white.

For a moment, he thought he was dead.

It was not a dramatic thought.

Not fear.

Not panic.

Just a dull, exhausted conclusion.

The ceiling above him was white. The walls were white. The blanket over him was white. The light coming through the tall narrow windows was white-gold and too clean, too bright, too sharp against his eyes.

Everything smelled of soap, sun-warmed stone, lavender, and blood hidden badly beneath stronger scents.

Not Blackhold.

Not Velm.

Not Ilven Caul’s house.

Temple.

The God King’s temple.

Memory returned like broken glass being poured into his skull.

The vault.

The sword.

Gold and bone.

Vale torn in half.

The bishop flying into the wall.

Mourne’s neck twisted wrong.

The fiend burning under his blood.

Absorb Emotion opening fully.

No pain.

No fear.

Then everything coming back.

Max tried to sit up.

Pain stopped him.

Not the same pain as before.

This was deeper. Healed over, but not healed cleanly. His ribs ached as if someone had taken them out, hammered them flat, and put them back in the wrong mood. His right leg throbbed. His shoulder felt full of hot wire. His hands burned beneath bandages. His skin felt too tight in places. Too loose in others.

A spear crossed over his chest.

Not touching.

Close enough.

Max froze.

“Do not move.”

The voice came from his left.

He turned his head slowly.

There were guards around the bed.

Six of them.

Temple guards, not city watch. White cloaks over polished mail. Sun symbols on their breastplates. Polearms in hand. Short swords at their belts. Prayer seals hanging from leather cords at their wrists.

One stood by each wall.

Two near the door.

One at the foot of the bed.

One beside him, spear angled over his chest.

All of them looked tense.

Not bored.

Not annoyed.

Tense.

Like they had been told that the thing in the bed might stop being a boy if given room.

Max swallowed.

His throat hurt.

“What happened?”

The guard beside him was a woman with close-cropped dark hair and a scar across one eyebrow. Her face was stern enough that Voss might have respected it.

“You woke,” she said.

“I noticed.”

Her eyes narrowed.

Max decided sarcasm was probably unwise while surrounded by holy guards.

He tried again.

“Where am I?”

“Temple infirmary.”

“Where is Mourne?”

No answer.

The silence was worse than a refusal.

Max’s heart kicked.

“Where is Knight Mourne?”

The spear lowered half an inch.

“Still,” the guard said.

Max tried to sit up again.

This time two spears crossed over him.

His body screamed.

He ignored it.

“Where is she?”

“Alive,” the guard said.

Max stopped.

The word did more to hold him down than the spears.

Alive.

He breathed once.

Then again.

Vampire. Alive meant something different. Did it? Did priests know? Did they lie? Did they call undead alive if useful?

The hollow thing beneath his ribs stirred.

Not hunger.

Not exactly.

Panic wanting to become hunger.

Max clenched down.

No.

The guard watched him closely.

Too closely.

“What about the bishop?” Max asked.

“Being healed.”

“Vale?”

The guards’ expressions changed.

Only slightly.

Enough.

Max looked away.

Vale was dead.

He had known.

But waking had made a stupid part of him hope the world might have edited itself into something kinder.

It had not.

“The bishop will decide what happens when he is strong enough,” the guard said.

“What happens to who?”

“You. Knight Mourne. The remains of Brother Inquisitor Vale. The vault. Everything.”

Max stared at her.

“You’re waiting to decide what to do with us?”

“Yes.”

“I killed the fiend.”

The guard’s jaw tightened.

“So we were told.”

“You were told?”

“You were not the only one found in the vault.”

“The bishop saw?”

“The bishop was unconscious when the first priests entered. Others saw enough.”

Max let his head fall back against the pillow.

The white ceiling stared down.

“What did they see?”

The guard did not answer immediately.

That was answer enough.

Max remembered his blood burning like holy fire.

His fingers changing.

His bones trying to become something else.

The fiend calling him door.

The relic entering him.

The chain judging him.

He looked at his hands.

They were wrapped in white bandages from wrist to fingertip.

Human-shaped.

His breath caught.

Human.

He flexed carefully.

Pain flared, but the fingers moved as fingers should. No claws. No black talons. No extra joints. No demonic ridges under the skin. The nails beneath the bandages felt normal enough.

He lifted one hand despite the guards stiffening.

“Am I…”

He stopped.

The question was stupid.

Or too important.

The guard beside him understood anyway.

“You are human-shaped.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“It is the answer I can give.”

Max lowered his hand.

Human-shaped.

That was very different from human.

Mourne would have said precision mattered.

Max closed his eyes.

The System waited.

He had avoided it for half a breath after waking. Maybe longer. He had felt it pressing at the edge of thought like a letter under a locked door.

Now he opened it.

No light appeared in the room.

No blue glow spilled across his face.

No guards shouted.

No spears moved.

The System belonged to him alone, unfolding inside his vision where no one else could see it.

That was something, at least.

Blue-white text appeared.

It was longer than before.

Much longer.


Name: Max
Age: 16
Innate Skill: Absorption
Innate Skill Level: 17

Abilities:
Absorb Relic IV
Absorb Emotion III

Absorb Relic Effects:
Sharpness III
Sanctified X
Durability V
Binding VI
Possessed V
Freezing Cut II
Veil II
Soft Step I
Anchor II
Grasp I
Clear Vision I
Iron Grip II
Steady Stance I
Fleet of Foot I
Witnessing Eye III
Demon Ward IV
Chain of Refusal III
Profane Sense II
Soul Lock I
Condemnation Flame II
Sunfire Edge II
Holy Flame Channel I
Relic Flame I

Skills: None

Status: Bound — Red Order Contract
Status: Temple Ward Observation
Status: Severe Recovery Strain
Status: Contamination Monitored**


Max stared.

Level seventeen.

His Innate Skill had been level six.

Six.

Now seventeen.

Eleven levels.

Absorb Relic IV.

It had been I.

Absorb Emotion III.

It had been I.

His stomach turned.

The guard beside him shifted.

“You are quiet.”

Max blinked.

The menu remained open, invisible to everyone else.

“I woke up surrounded by spears.”

The guard’s eyes narrowed.

“Fair,” she said.

Max almost laughed.

Almost.

He kept his face still.

They could not see the menu.

Good.

That meant he could check.

That meant he could understand before they decided what he was.

Or before the thing inside him did.

His focus moved to the first new effect.


Sanctified X

Effect: The user’s body, blood, and equipped weapons are saturated with high-grade sanctified force. Demons, undead, corrupted spirits, and profane entities suffer severe damage from direct contact with the user’s blood or channeled strikes. Also increases resistance to profane corruption, demonic fire, and necrotic influence.


Max’s throat went dry.

His blood.

That was why the fiend had burned.

Holy fire inside his veins.

Not gentle.

Not clean.

Violent.

He moved to the next.


Binding VI

Effect: Creates a powerful binding structure around hostile spiritual, demonic, or possession-based influences within the user. Can suppress external control, weaken possession attempts, and lock hostile presences away.

Current Function: Suppressing Possessed V.

Warning: Binding is under strain.


Max stopped breathing.

Current function.

Suppressing.

He looked at Possessed V.

He did not want to open it.

He did anyway.


Possessed V

Effect: A demonic entity or possession-fragment is currently present within the user’s spiritual structure. The entity is unable to fully control the user due to active suppression from Binding VI, Chain of Refusal III, Soul Lock I, Sanctified X, and Temple Ward Observation.

Current State: Suppressed. Conscious influence limited. Dream intrusion, emotional resonance, corruption pressure, and hostile urges possible.


The room seemed to disappear.

For one heartbeat, there was only the word.

Currently.

Not residue.

Not pattern.

Not scar.

Currently.

There was a demon inside him.

A piece of the fiend.

A fragment.

A presence.

Suppressed.

Locked down by the chain he had absorbed, by the binding effect, by the temple wards, by his own sanctified blood.

But there.

Inside.

Max’s heart hammered hard enough to hurt.

The guard beside him noticed.

“Boy.”

Max did not answer.

The text swam in his vision.

Do not answer internal voices.

Had it spoken?

Not yet.

Or had it?

Door.

Open.

Was that memory or voice?

His hands clenched beneath the bandages.

Pain flared.

Good.

Pain was his.

Pain was outside the demon.

Pain meant body.

Pain meant still him.

“Boy,” the guard repeated, sharper. “Look at me.”

Max closed the detail window but kept the status open.

He looked at her.

“What?”

“You went pale.”

“I’m injured.”

“You were injured before you went pale.”

He stared at her.

She stared back.

The spear did not move closer, but it did not move away either.

“What did you see?” she asked.

Max’s mouth went dry.

The truth sat behind his teeth.

I am possessed.

The room seemed to tighten around the unsaid words.

Six guards.

Temple wards.

Spears.

A priest near the door.

Mourne somewhere else.

The bishop unconscious.

Vale dead.

If he told them, they might chain him.

They might burn him.

They might kill him before the bishop woke.

Maybe they should.

That thought frightened him enough that his Skill stirred.

Absorb Emotion waited.

No.

He needed fear.

Fear was information.

Max swallowed.

“Too much,” he said.

It was true.

Not enough truth.

The guard watched him.

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one I have.”

That was a lie.

The small white flame beside the bed flickered.

Max’s eyes moved to it.

So did the guard’s.

A ward flame.

Truth-sensitive.

Of course.

The spear lowered slightly.

“Try again.”

Max breathed in slowly.

He could not tell the whole truth.

He could not lie.

So he found the narrow place between.

“My System changed more than I expected.”

The flame steadied.

Truth.

The guard’s mouth tightened, but she did not ask the next obvious question.

What changed?

People did not ask that.

Not directly.

Not unless they had power over you.

Not unless you were a recruit under contract, a criminal under sentence, a child under a matron’s hand, a patient beneath a healer’s authority, or someone standing before the High Commander while his unseen Skill peeled the truth from the air.

To ask another person’s Skill, level, effects, or status without right was more than rude.

It was a threat.

Everyone knew that.

The guard wanted to ask.

Max could see it.

But wanting was not the same as right.

So she only said, “Changed dangerously?”

Max looked at the status again.

Possessed V.

“Yes.”

The flame did not move.

The guard’s grip tightened.

“Dangerous to you or to us?”

Max hesitated.

“Yes.”

The flame steadied again.

That answer did not comfort anyone.

Including him.

The guard looked toward the priest near the door.

The priest was young, maybe not much older than twenty-five. He had been trying very hard not to look afraid. He was failing quietly. His fingers rested on a sun medallion at his throat.

He did not ask about Max’s Skill.

He did not ask about effects.

He did not ask what Max had seen.

Instead, he said, “Do you require immediate aid?”

Max almost laughed.

That was the temple version of restraint.

“No.”

The flame remained steady.

The priest let out a breath.

Max returned to the menu before they could find another careful question.


Witnessing Eye III

Effect: Grants limited perception of hidden spiritual structures, false states, concealed corruption, and profane bindings. May reveal traces of possession, lies under magical influence, disguised relic effects, and ritual residue.

Additional Function: Strengthens resistance against illusion, false memory, and demonic concealment.

Origin: Absorbed from inquisitorial chain-symbol.


Vale’s eye.

The thing that had looked into him and refused to blink.

Max moved to the next.


Demon Ward IV

Effect: Forms a protective warding pressure around the user’s body and soul against demonic entities. Reduces effectiveness of demonic possession, corruption, fear influence, profane fire, and minor summoning hooks.

Additional Function: Demons in close proximity may experience discomfort or resistance.

Current Function: Assisting suppression of Possessed V.


Another lock.

Another layer.

Not enough to make him safe.

Enough to keep him himself.

For now.


Chain of Refusal III

Effect: Creates a spiritual chain-response when the user is subjected to coercive influence, possession, binding, temptation, or forced invitation. Strengthens the user’s ability to refuse external control and may bind hostile influence temporarily.

Additional Function: Can reinforce active Binding effects.

Current Function: Reinforcing Binding VI against Possessed V.

Warning: Chain of Refusal responds to conscious refusal. Weak will, consent, or surrender may reduce effectiveness.


Max swallowed.

Conscious refusal.

No.

The word mattered.

Every time.

No.


Profane Sense II

Effect: Allows the user to sense nearby profane, demonic, cursed, corrupted, or spiritually contaminated objects and presences. Stronger sources may be detected through walls, concealment, or weak wards.


That explained too much.

The book.

Valcrist.

The cemetery mirror.

The temple vault.

Every wrong thing leaning toward him.


Soul Lock I

Effect: Reinforces the boundary around the user’s core identity and soul. Provides minor protection against soul intrusion, memory overwrite, possession seepage, and identity erosion.


Max almost cursed.

Of course the effect protecting his soul was low-grade.


Condemnation Flame II

Effect: Allows sanctified force within the user to manifest as burning white-gold flame against demons, undead, corrupted spirits, and profane entities. May be channeled through blood, direct touch, or equipped weapons with focus.

Cost: High physical strain. Increased blood heat. Potential burn damage to user if overused.


That was the burning.

The holy fire in his blood.

The thing that had eaten the fiend from the inside.

He moved to the sword-like effects.


Sunfire Edge II

Effect: Allows the user to channel a thin layer of sanctified flame along wielded bladed weapons. Particularly effective against demons, undead, possessed flesh, and corrupted constructs.

Synergy: Enhanced by Sharpness III, Sanctified X, and Condemnation Flame II.

Cost: Moderate stamina.


Max imagined his cold iron halberd edged in holy flame.

Useful.

Dangerous.

Everything useful was dangerous.


Holy Flame Channel I

Effect: Allows limited direction of sanctified flame through the user’s hands, blood, or equipped weapons. Flame intensity is currently low without direct injury or blood contact.

Warning: Channel stability reduced by Possessed V.

Reduced by Possessed V.

The demon inside him could interfere.

Or twist it.

He moved to the last.

Relic Flame I

Effect: Residual flame-pattern absorbed from a high-grade holy relic corrupted by demonic ritual. Allows the user to ignite absorbed force to maneuver in brief bursts.

Synergy: Condemnation Flame II, Sanctified X.


Max closed the detail window.

Not the full status.

He needed the list there.

Needed to know.

Needed to keep staring at Possessed V as if watching it could keep the thing locked down.

The scarred guard spoke again.

“You stopped answering.”

“I’m tired.”

“You are still thinking.”

“That is allowed.”

“For now.”

Max looked at her sharply.

She did not smile.

A knock sounded at the door.

Every guard turned.

The scarred guard kept her spear over Max.

“Enter.”

A healer-priest stepped inside.

This one Max recognised.

The last thing he had seen before blacking out had been a priest with golden light gathering in his hands.

This was him.

He looked older now than he had in the vault, though perhaps that was exhaustion. His white robe had been changed, but faint stains marked the cuffs where blood had soaked too deep to wash clean. He carried a small sun-lamp and a tray of glass vials.

His eyes moved to Max.

Then to the ward circle.

Then to the scarred guard.

“Awake,” he said.

“For several minutes,” the guard replied. “Agitated. Physically human-shaped. No visible manifestation.”

The healer-priest’s shoulders eased slightly.

Only slightly.

He approached the edge of the ward circle.

“I am Father Halric.”

Max said nothing.

Halric took that as permission or indifference.

“I helped keep you alive.”

Max swallowed.

“Thank you.”

The ward flame did not flicker.

No pact.

No trap.

Just gratitude.

Halric’s expression softened slightly. “You are welcome.”

The scarred guard did not lower her spear.

Halric looked at the bandages on Max’s hands.

“Your body reverted fully to human form before dawn.”

“Fully?”

“Physically, yes. Bones, teeth, nails, spine, skin. There are residual marks beneath the skin, but no active external manifestation.”

Max breathed out.

Physical humanity confirmed.

Spiritual disaster hidden.

Good.

No.

Not good.

Just information.

“Knight Mourne?” Max asked.

Halric hesitated.

Max hated that.

“Alive,” Halric said.

“Still?”

“Still alive.”

“Her neck?”

“Set.”

Max closed his eyes.

The relief hurt.

“Will she heal?”

“She is a vampire, all she needs is blood and time and she will heal.”

It was enough for now.

Barely.

“What about Bishop Ardan?”

“Alive. Being restored. His body suffered severe trauma and sanctified backlash. He will wake.”

“When?”

“We do not know.”

Max stared.

Halric’s mouth twitched faintly.

“High healing is not always simple.”

Max looked down.

“I need to see Mourne.”

“No.”

“Everyone keeps saying that.”

“Because it remains true.”

Max tried to sit again.

This time he barely lifted his shoulders before pain, guards, and common sense pinned him back.

The scarred guard’s spear touched the blanket.

“Enough.”

Max clenched his teeth.

“I’m not going to attack anyone.”

“You are under observation after absorbing a corrupted holy relic in a demon-summoning vault.”

Max went still.

Absorbing a corrupted holy relic.

They knew that much.

Of course they did.

The sword was gone. Max was alive. His blood had burned like holy fire. The priests had found him beside Mourne and fiend ash.

They did not need to know his status to understand the shape of what had happened.

“That’s not the same as attacking someone,” Max said.

“No but you could have something lurking under you skin. You seem in control which is the only reason we haven't killed you yet”

He had no answer.

Halric set the tray down beside the bed, outside the ward circle.

“We are waiting for the bishop to wake,” he said. “Until then, no one decides your final condition.”

“Final condition?”

The priest did not flinch. “Whether you are to remain under temple warding, be released to Knight Mourne, be transferred to the Red Order, be bound more heavily, or be judged too dangerous to move.”

Max went cold.

“Judged by who?”

Halric’s eyes were tired.

“By whoever survives long enough to claim authority.”

That sounded like something Mourne would say.

Maybe everyone became like her eventually if they saw enough.

“I killed the fiend,” Max said quietly.

“Yes.”

“I didn’t let it control me.”

Halric watched him carefully.

“No.”

Max forced himself not to react.

Did Halric know?

Did the wards show possession?

Did the temple know more than he thought?

The words Possessed V burned behind his eyes.

He kept them behind his teeth.

Halric picked up one vial.

“Drink.”

“What is it?”

“Restorative. Pain stabiliser. Mild sanctified suppressant.”

Max looked at him.

“Suppressant?”

“To calm the holy fire in your blood before it burns your veins from within.”

That made the decision easy.

Mostly.

“Will it affect me badly?”

“It should not.”

“Should?”

“It was brewed three hours ago for a condition I have never treated before.”

Max stared.

Halric’s face remained calm.

The scarred guard said, “Drink.”

Max drank.

It tasted like ash, honey, and metal.

His stomach lurched.

The ward flame brightened, then settled.

The pressure in his veins eased slightly.

Only slightly.

The status updated privately.


Status: Sanctified Suppression — Minor
Effect: Reduces uncontrolled sanctified flame response for a limited duration.


Max stared at the new line, then closed it.

Halric noticed his stillness.

“Did it help?”

“A little.”

Truth.

The ward flame stayed steady.

Halric nodded.

“Again, in six hours if you do not worsen.”

Max did not like the if.

But he liked worsen less.

The priest turned to leave.

“Wait,” Max said.

Halric paused.

“What happens if I change?”

The room went silent.

The scarred guard answered before the priest could.

“Then we stop you.”

Max looked at her spear.

Then at the prayer seals.

Then at the ward flame.

Then at the six guards who were scared but still standing close enough to die first if something went wrong.

He nodded once.

“Good.”

That seemed to surprise her.

It surprised him too.

Halric lingered by the door.

“You should sleep.”

Max laughed weakly.

“I’m surrounded by guards.”

“For everyone’s safety.”

“Mine included?”

The priest hesitated.

Then said, “I hope so.”

That was not comforting.

It was honest, though.

Halric left.

The door closed.

Max lay back against the pillow.

His body throbbed.

His status waited.

The thing inside him waited too, behind Binding VI and Chain of Refusal III and Soul Lock I and temple wards and holy fire and whatever stubborn piece of himself still knew how to say no.

He had not told them.

Not about Possessed V.

Not about the demon-fragment.

Not that the System itself said it was currently inside his spiritual structure.

Maybe that was wise.

Maybe it was cowardice.

Maybe it was both.

He wanted Mourne.

He wanted Alfie’s wooden wolf.

He wanted his halberd.

He wanted to not be in a white room under guard.

He wanted Vale to be alive so he could insult him and explain what the chain had done.

He wanted the bishop awake.

He wanted to know whether the God King’s temple would call him miracle, weapon, or monster.

He wanted sleep.

That, at least, came.

The scarred guard saw his eyes close.

“Should we restrain him?” one of the younger guards whispered.

A pause.

Then she answered.

“Not unless he changes.”

“And if he changes?”

The ward flame crackled softly.

Her voice lowered.

“Then pray we notice before he wakes.”

Max wanted to tell them he heard.

He wanted to tell them he would notice first.

He wanted to believe that.

Instead, he fell back into sleep.

No dreams came.

Only white light behind closed eyes, and the faint weight of a chain around something hungry in his chest.

            

    
        Offers Beneath the Sun

    
    
    
    
                Max woke to someone saying his name.

Not Seventeen-Six.

Not boy.

Not candidate.

“Max.”

His eyes opened.

White ceiling.

White walls.

White blanket.

White light.

For one confused, bitter moment, he wondered if he had died again and the afterlife was still refusing to decorate properly.

Then pain returned.

Not sharply.

Not all at once.

It came as a deep, bruised reminder under the ribs, through the shoulder, along the leg, beneath the bandages wrapped around both hands. His body had been healed enough to continue existing, which Max was beginning to suspect was the standard most healers aimed for when dealing with Red Order business.

The scarred guard stood beside the bed.

She still held a spear.

Of course she did.

Two other guards waited near the door. Fewer than before. Not comforting, exactly, but different.

The little white flame beside the bed burned steadily.

“Max,” the scarred guard repeated.

“I’m awake,” he said.

“I noticed.”

He blinked at her.

She gave no sign she had said it deliberately.

Maybe she had.

Maybe he was spending too much time around people who hid jokes under stone.

“You are to meet Bishop Ardan.”

That woke him properly.

“He’s awake?”

“Yes.”

“Alive?”

“Yes.”

“Angry?”

The guard paused.

“That is not my place to say.”

“So yes.”

Her mouth twitched.

Almost.

“Sit up slowly.”

Max did.

Slowly.

Everything protested. Nothing tore. That felt like victory.

He looked down at himself. Someone had dressed him in a plain white infirmary tunic and loose trousers. His armour was gone from the room. His halberd was gone too. The absence of both made him feel strangely naked, even with the blanket over his legs.

“My gear?”

“Held.”

“By who?”

“The temple.”

He looked at her.

She looked back.

“Until the bishop says otherwise,” she added.

Max decided arguing while unarmed, wounded, and in a ward circle was not useful.

Mourne would have approved.

Probably.

Maybe.

The guards helped him stand.

He hated that.

Not because they were rough. They were not. That somehow made it worse. One held his arm. Another steadied his shoulder. The scarred guard watched his hands as if they might become claws between breaths.

Max noticed.

He could not blame her.

He had checked them twice before standing. Human. Bandaged. Sore. No black nails. No extra joints. No demonic ridges.

Human-shaped.

That phrase remained lodged under his ribs like a hooked thorn.

The moment he stepped across the ward circle, the little white flame flared.

Every guard stiffened.

Max froze.

The flame leaned toward him.

Not away.

Toward.

It burned brighter, white-gold at the centre, and for one heartbeat Max felt the sanctified force inside his blood answer it.

His veins warmed.

Not painfully.

Not quite.

Recognition.

The scarred guard lifted her spear by a fraction.

Max forced himself to breathe.

No.

No opening.

No reaching.

No wanting.

The flame settled.

The guard watched him.

“You controlled it.”

Max looked at the bowl. “It controlled itself.”

“Liar.”

The flame did not flicker.

Max frowned.

The guard said, “That was my judgement, not the ward’s.”

“Helpful distinction.”

“Walk.”

He walked.

Not well.

But he walked.

The corridor outside the infirmary was just as white. White stone. White curtains. White-robed attendants moving quietly between rooms. Sun symbols on the walls. Gold lines along the floor.

Too clean.

Too bright.

Too much like being inside an eye that never blinked.

Max looked down at the floor as they moved.

The guards did not ask about his status. No one mentioned his Skill. The taboo held, even here. They could restrain him. Watch him. Threaten to stop him if he changed.

But asking what sat inside his System would have been something else.

A claiming.

The Red Order had claimed that right through contract.

The temple had not.

Not yet.

That thought made him uneasy.

They passed two priests whispering near an archway. Both fell silent when Max approached. One made the sign of the crowned sun. The other simply stared at his bandaged hands.

Max wished he had his gauntlets.

He wished he had his halberd.

He wished Mourne were walking beside him telling him to stop wishing and pay attention.

“Where is Knight Mourne?” he asked.

The scarred guard did not look at him. “Recovering.”

“That’s not a place.”

“It is the only answer I have been given.”

“Is she restrained?”

The guard did not answer quickly enough.

Max stopped walking.

The spears shifted.

He looked at her.

“Is she restrained?”

“She is warded.”

“That is not what I asked.”

The scarred guard’s expression hardened. “She is a vampire in a temple infirmary after a demonic vault breach. Yes, she is restrained.”

Max’s hands curled.

Pain flared through the bandages.

The white-gold warmth in his veins stirred.

Every guard noticed.

Max noticed them noticing.

He breathed.

No.

No.

No.

The warmth settled.

The scarred guard watched him carefully.

“She is also alive,” she said. “And arguing.”

Max stopped breathing for half a second.

“Arguing?”

“With three priests and a healer.”

Relief moved through him so fast he almost laughed.

Mourne was alive.

Mourne was arguing.

That sounded like the world had not ended properly.

“Good,” Max said.

The guard’s mouth twitched again.

They continued.

The bishop received him in a chamber overlooking the inner cloister.

It was not the grand audience hall Max had expected. No towering statue. No crowds of priests. No golden throne. Only a long room of pale stone, narrow windows, a carved table, and a brazier burning with steady white flame.

Bishop Ardan sat in a high-backed chair near the table.

He looked worse than before.

Still dignified.

Still bishop.

But worse.

His dark skin had a grey undertone. His silver beard was neatly combed, yet his hands rested on the chair arms as if lifting them would cost too much. A gold robe had been draped over his shoulders, but beneath it Max could see bandages around his chest and throat. His amber eyes remained sharp.

Too sharp for a man who looked like he should still be lying down.

Two priests stood behind him. Father Halric was one of them.

The other was older, with a sun medallion so large it looked like a shield for a very small knight.

The scarred guard stopped Max several paces from the table.

“Your Radiance.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

Captain, then.

The scarred guard stepped aside but did not leave.

Max stood with his hands bandaged, his body aching, and his status burning silently behind his thoughts.

He did not kneel.

No one told him to.

Bishop Ardan studied him for a long moment.

“Max,” he said.

“Your Radiance.”

“Do you know why you are alive?”

Max considered several answers.

Because Vale died.

Because Mourne held the fiend back.

Because the bishop blasted it until it could not reach the door.

Because he absorbed a relic that should have killed him.

Because the chain had held.

Because he said no.

Because his blood burned like holy fire.

He chose the shortest honest answer.

“No.”

The bishop’s mouth moved faintly.

“Good. If you had given a confident answer, I would have worried more.”

Max did not know what to say to that.

So he said nothing.

The bishop gestured to the chair opposite him.

“Sit before you fall.”

Max sat.

Carefully.

Pain sparked up his side, but he kept his face still.

Mostly.

The bishop noticed.

“Father Halric tells me you are healing.”

“He said my body reverted to human.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No.”

The bishop leaned back slightly.

“You have a gift for understatement.”

“People keep telling me not to become dramatic.”

“Wise people?”

Max thought of Mourne.

Then Vale.

Then Draven.

“No.”

For the first time, Bishop Ardan smiled properly.

Only for a moment.

Then it faded.

“Brother Inquisitor Odran Vale is dead.”

Max looked down at his bandaged hands.

“I know.”

“He died binding the relic.”

“Yes.”

“You absorbed his chain.”

Max went still.

No one in the room moved.

The bishop did not ask what effect it gave.

He did not ask what Max’s System said.

He stated what had happened.

That did not breach the taboo.

Not quite.

“Yes,” Max said.

“You also absorbed the sword.”

“Yes.”

“The sword was called The Radiant Hunger in one sealed record. In another, The Bone Sun Blade. In older script, less politely translated, The God-Eater’s Prayer.”

Max’s stomach turned.

“I didn’t know that.”

“I believe you.”

The bishop’s amber eyes held him.

“The blade was not merely demonic. Nor merely holy. It was a relic of conquest from the early centuries after Integration, when the God King’s first armies carved prayers into enemy bones and called victory sanctification.”

One of the priests behind him shifted uncomfortably.

The bishop did not look back.

“Later generations grew more embarrassed by certain tools. The sword was sealed. Then lost. Then, apparently, found by people who mistook old shame for divine permission.”

Max swallowed.

“It disturbed the Ashridge wards.”

“Yes,” the bishop said. “A relic of that strength brushing against old wards from a distance is no small matter. It was powerful enough to pull attention across kingdoms. Powerful enough to become a key if handled by fools or cultists.”

“It summoned the fiend.”

“It helped summon the fiend. The cult prepared the door. The book invited. The minor relics marked routes and softened thresholds. The sword fed power and authority into the ritual.”

“Authority?”

“A holy relic corrupted does not cease to be holy.” The bishop’s voice grew quieter. “It becomes worse.”

Max thought of his own blood.

Sanctified X.

Possessed V.

Holy and demonic pressed together inside him.

He felt suddenly cold.

The bishop watched his face.

“You understand more than you want to.”

Max said nothing.

The white flame in the brazier leaned slightly toward him.

The bishop’s gaze moved to it.

Then back.

“Your flesh is sanctified.”

Max went very still.

The priests behind the bishop looked at him more sharply.

The captain’s spear shifted near the wall.

The bishop raised one hand without looking.

Everyone stilled.

“I am not asking what your System names it,” he said.

Max’s jaw tightened.

“Good.”

The bishop inclined his head slightly. “I can see what the flame sees. Your blood carries sanctified force of unusual potency. It burned the fiend like holy fire. It reacts to temple flame. It may harm demons. Undead. Corrupted spirits. Perhaps more.”

Max looked down at his bandaged hands.

“It hurt me too.”

“Yes.”

“Will it keep hurting me?”

“Probably.”

That was very Mourne-like.

Max almost sighed.

The bishop studied him with an expression Max did not like. Not hatred. Not fear. Not even suspicion exactly.

Interest.

Measured interest.

The kind of interest powerful people had when they looked at a tool and wondered what work it could survive.

“The church could help you,” Bishop Ardan said.

Max looked up.

“There are sanctified disciplines. Warding practices. Blood prayers. Pain fasts. Flame control. Soul fortification. Confession rites. We have spent centuries studying what holy power does to mortal flesh.”

Max said nothing.

The bishop continued.

“You have been marked by a relic of the God King, by inquisitorial binding, by demonic violence, and by your own refusal. There are many within these walls who would call that a sign.”

“A sign of what?”

“That depends on who is speaking.”

“And you?”

The bishop’s eyes sharpened.

“I would call it an opportunity, if I were less tired.”

There it was.

Max felt it.

The shape of the offer before the words came.

The church wanted him.

Not the whole church yet.

Not officially.

But the bishop saw what he was becoming and knew that if the Red Order had a claim, perhaps the God King’s temple could make one too.

Bishop Ardan folded his hands carefully.

“If you wished, I could petition for you to remain under temple authority. Not as prisoner. As an initiate under special protection. Your Red Order contract complicates matters, but contracts can be negotiated between powers. Especially after events such as these.”

Max stared.

“An initiate?”

“Probably more, your very flesh is sanctified some would call you a saint. The Inquisition would take interest, but I would not hand you to them lightly.”

“That is meant to comfort me?”

“Yes.”

“It does not.”

“Then you have learned something from Brother Vale.”

Max looked away.

Vale’s grey eye flashed in memory.

Do not.

The bishop’s voice softened slightly.

“You are young. You have been used by many powers already. Orphanage. Magistrate. Red Order. Your knight. This temple may appear to be another hand reaching for your throat.”

Max looked back at him.

“Is it?”

The bishop did not answer immediately.

Max respected him a little more for that.

“All institutions reach,” Ardan said at last. “Some call it protection. Some call it duty. Some call it ownership. The difference is often how tightly they close their fingers.”

That was not the answer Max expected from a bishop.

It made the offer more dangerous, not less.

“What would happen if I stayed?”

“You would be watched. Taught. Guarded. Tested. Prayed over. Studied. Trained. Protected. Perhaps honoured. Perhaps feared.”

“That sounds like Blackhold with cleaner walls.”

The captain looked sharply at him.

The priests stiffened.

Bishop Ardan laughed.

It turned into a cough halfway through.

Father Halric stepped forward, but the bishop waved him away.

When the cough passed, Ardan looked at Max with something almost like approval.

“Cleaner walls, better food, more hymns, fewer public executions.”

“Fewer?”

“Different departments.”

Max did not know if he was joking.

That was becoming a common problem with powerful people.

He thought of the Red Order.

Blackhold. Brutal. Cruel. Honest about its teeth.

He thought of Mourne.

A vampire knight who said awful things plainly, bought him armour, taught him rules, let him hate necessary choices, and had stood between him and monsters until one had broken her neck.

He thought of the temple.

White walls. Gold flame. Prayers. Spears over his bed. Wards that watched his breath. Priests careful enough not to ask his Skill but interested enough to make offers while he was wounded.

He would be safer here.

Maybe.

He would be watched more.

Definitely.

He would belong less to Mourne.

That decided it before he fully understood why.

Max folded his bandaged hands in his lap.

“Thank you, Your Radiance.”

The bishop’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“But no.”

Silence followed.

Not offended silence.

Measuring silence.

“You decline?”

“Yes.”

“Because you trust the Red Order more than the church?”

“No.”

“Because you trust Knight Mourne?”

Max hesitated.

Trust was too clean a word.

“I trust her to tell me when something is going to hurt.”

The bishop smiled faintly. “A rare virtue.”

“I think there would be less freedom here.”

One priest behind Ardan looked openly insulted.

The bishop did not.

“Than as a Red Cloak?”

Max almost laughed.

“I know how that sounds.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.” Max looked at the white walls. “The Red Order puts chains where you can feel them. I think the church would put them somewhere harder to reach.”

The captain stared at him.

Father Halric looked down quickly.

Bishop Ardan was silent for long enough that Max wondered if he had gone too far.

Then the bishop said, “You may be wiser than is convenient.”

“Mourne says wise people live longer.”

“Mourne has lived long enough to make that statement suspicious.”

“She also says living longer does not make people wise.”

“There it is.”

The bishop leaned back, and for a moment the exhaustion showed through the office. He looked old. Hurt. Human.

Then the bishop returned.

“I will not press the offer today.”

Today.

Max noticed.

So did everyone else.

“Thank you,” Max said again.

The bishop nodded.

“Now. Tell me what happened at the end.”

Max’s mouth went dry.

The end.

The fiend.

The sword.

The chain.

His blood burning.

Absorb Emotion opening all the way.

No pain. No fear. No hesitation.

The cold laughter that had come from his own mouth.

He did not want to speak of it.

But this was not a question about his status.

It was a question about events.

The bishop had a right to ask what happened in his own vault.

Max told him.

Not everything.

But enough.

He told him how the sword entered him when he absorbed it. How something tried to come through the place it made. How the fiend pushed into him, offering strength, offering completion. How he crawled to Vale’s chain and absorbed it before the possession could take him fully.

The bishop listened without interruption.

The white flame burned steady.

Max continued.

He told him about standing.

About his blood burning the fiend like holy fire.

About realising he was going to die if he kept holding back.

About opening Absorb Emotion fully.

The captain shifted at that.

Max noticed.

But no one stopped him.

“I took all of it,” he said quietly. “Pain. Fear. Shock. Everything. I used it. I couldn’t feel anything. It made me stronger. Clearer. I could move when I shouldn’t have been able to move.”

“Could you think?” the bishop asked.

“Yes.”

“Could you choose?”

Max hesitated.

That was the question, wasn’t it?

He remembered laughing.

Remembered ignoring the chain’s warning.

Remembered coldly noting a broken leg as information and continuing anyway.

“Yes,” he said. “But not… correctly.”

The bishop’s amber eyes held him.

“Explain.”

“I knew what to do. I knew how to fight. I knew what mattered. But things that should have stopped me did not. Pain. Fear. Worry. Horror. They were gone. I think if there had been another way to win that required feeling something, I might have missed it.”

The bishop nodded slowly.

“A dangerous ability.”

“Yes.”

“Useful.”

“Yes.”

“Addictive?”

Max looked down at his bandaged hands.

The answer frightened him.

“Yes.”

The white flame did not move.

Truth.

The bishop seemed unsurprised.

“And the fiend?”

“I burned it. Cut it. Held it. It tried to enter again through the connection to the sword. I used Absorption on the anchor binding it to the world. Not the fiend itself. The binding.”

Father Halric whispered something under his breath.

The older priest behind the bishop made the sign of the sun.

Bishop Ardan remained still.

“You understood the distinction while fighting?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Max thought of Mourne.

Rules.

Nothing living or recently dead unless ordered.

Nothing from a mind, soul, body, blood, or memory unless ordered.

Nothing that binds me.

“This bound it,” Max said. “So I could take it.”

The bishop’s expression became unreadable.

“That is a terrifying sentence.”

“I know.”

“What happened after?”

“The anchor broke. The fiend lost its hold. It died. Or its body did.” Max swallowed. “I saw something behind it. Only for a moment.”

“What?”

“A hunger with claws. A mouth made of doors. An eye far away.”

The room chilled.

Not physically.

Not magically.

But everyone felt it.

The bishop closed his eyes.

“Did it see you?”

Max remembered the eye.

Looking back.

“Yes.”

The bishop opened his eyes.

“Then this is not finished.”

Max had known that.

Hearing it aloud made it worse.

He looked toward the door.

“I want to see Mourne.”

The bishop studied him.

“I expected that request earlier.”

“I asked everyone else.”

“And they refused.”

“Yes.”

“Wisely.”

Max’s jaw tightened.

The bishop lifted one hand.

“But you may see her now.”

Max blinked.

“Now?”

“Yes.”

The captain turned. “Your Radiance—”

“He will be escorted. And watched.”

“That room is not stable.”

“Neither is this one,” the bishop said.

No one argued with that.

Max stood with help, though he hated needing it. The walk from the bishop’s chamber to Mourne’s infirmary room was longer than it should have been. Or maybe his body simply measured distance in wounds now.

The corridors grew darker as they moved away from the sunlit rooms.

That surprised him.

Mourne had been placed not in a white chamber but in a side infirmary with heavy curtains, low lamps, and ward marks drawn in silver and black instead of gold alone. The air outside the door smelled of incense, iron, old blood, and arguments.

Max heard Mourne before he saw her.

“I do not need bed rest.”

A priest answered, strained. “Your neck was broken.”

“It has been set.”

“That is not the same thing as healed.”

“It will heal when I am given sufficient blood.”

“You have already been given three measures.”

“Insufficient.”

“Knight Mourne, there are limits to what the temple can provide—”

“Then find someone less attached to theirs.”

Max reached the doorway.

For the first time since waking, he smiled.

Only a little.

It hurt.

Worth it.

The room was dark compared to the rest of the temple. Thick curtains covered the windows. Lamps burned low with reddish-gold light. Wards had been painted across the floor around the bed in overlapping circles: sun marks, binding marks, blood sigils, and something that made Max’s new Profane Sense prickle.

Mourne sat upright in bed.

Not lying down.

Of course not.

Her black hair hung loose around her pale face. A dark brace had been fitted around her neck and shoulders, etched with runes and sun marks. Her armour was gone, replaced by a black under-tunic and bandages visible at her collar. One arm rested in a sling she was clearly ignoring.

Three priests stood around her.

One held a cup of dark red liquid.

One held a bundle of prayer seals.

One held his patience by the last thread.

The three skulls were on a nearby table facing the priests.

That explained part of the tension.

Mourne turned her head as far as the brace allowed.

Her red eyes found Max.

For one heartbeat, the room became still.

Then she said, “You look terrible.”

Max leaned slightly against the doorframe.

“You’re wearing a neck cage.”

“It is temporary.”

“You argued with a healer about a broken neck.”

“I am winning.”

One priest made a small strangled sound.

Max looked at him.

The priest looked like he had not slept since the Integration.

Mourne’s eyes moved over Max. Bandaged hands. White tunic. Guard escort. No armour. No weapon. Unsteady stance.

Her expression did not change.

But something in the room did.

“You woke,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Possession?”

Max went very still.

The priests turned sharply.

The guards stiffened.

Mourne stared at him.

He did not answer.

Not here.

Not with priests.

Not with guards.

Her red eyes narrowed.

Then, very slightly, she inclined her head.

She understood.

Of course she did.

“Later,” she said.

The nearest priest looked between them. “Knight Mourne, if there is concern of possession—”

“There is always concern of possession,” Mourne said. “It is why you keep drawing circles on the floor.”

“That is not—”

“I will require my armour.”

“No,” said all three priests at once.

Mourne looked mildly impressed.

Max almost laughed.

The priest with the cup held it out again.

“Drink.”

Mourne looked at him.

“You have watered it.”

“For safety.”

“For cowardice.”

“For safety.”

“I am a vampire recovering from spinal trauma and demonic impact. Give me blood, not red soup.”

The priest’s eye twitched.

Max said, “I missed you.”

Mourne looked at him.

The room went quiet again.

The words had come out before he inspected them.

Too late now.

Mourne held his gaze for several seconds.

Then she said, “You suffered head trauma.”

Max huffed a laugh, and pain pulled at his ribs.

“Probably.”

The priest with the seals stepped forward. “The bishop has not cleared Knight Mourne to leave.”

Mourne ignored him.

“Has the bishop cleared you?”

Max glanced at the captain behind him.

“No.”

Mourne looked at the captain.

The captain looked back.

Neither blinked.

Mourne said, “I am leaving.”

The priest with the cup looked horrified. “You cannot simply leave a temple infirmary after—”

Mourne swung her legs over the side of the bed.

Every ward circle on the floor flared.

The priests jumped back.

Mourne sat there, pale and thin and still terrifying despite the brace around her neck.

The wards did not stop her.

They only objected.

She looked down at the glowing marks.

“Rude.”

Max gripped the doorframe harder.

“Mourne.”

Her eyes lifted to him.

“You might actually need rest.”

The room froze.

The priests looked at Max as if he had just volunteered to wrestle the God King.

Mourne stared at him.

“Explain.”

“You died badly.”

“I did not die.”

“You were unconscious with your neck pointing the wrong way.”

“Temporary.”

“That is not a good argument.”

“It is accurate.”

Max took one careful step into the room.

The guards did not stop him.

The wards around Mourne brightened as he approached, reacting to the sanctified force in his blood and the demonic thing locked somewhere inside him. The room became a layered pressure of sun, blood, vampire, binding, and refusal.

He stopped just outside her circle.

“I saw you fall,” he said.

Mourne’s expression stilled.

“I thought you were dead.”

“I was not.”

“I know that now.”

The priests suddenly became very interested in not breathing loudly.

Max lowered his voice.

“You told me the goal gets clearer.”

Mourne watched him.

“It did,” he said. “After you fell. It got very clear.”

Something unreadable crossed her face.

Then vanished.

“You defeated the fiend,” she said.

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Badly.”

For one second, Mourne looked almost proud.

“Details later.”

“Yes.”

She looked at the priests.

“Armour.”

“No,” said the seal-priest again, though with less confidence.

The captain stepped into the room.

“Knight Mourne, Bishop Ardan permitted Max to see you. He did not clear either of you for departure.”

Mourne’s mouth curved faintly.

“Did he forbid it?”

The captain paused.

Mourne stood.

The brace around her neck clicked as she straightened. Her face tightened for half a heartbeat, the only sign of pain. The wards around her feet flared again, then dimmed when she did not transform, attack, feed, vanish, or do any of the other things the priests clearly feared.

“No,” the captain admitted.

“Then we are leaving.”

Max looked at her. “We?”

“You are my partner-candidate.”

“I’m also possibly not cleared for walking.”

“You are walking.”

“Badly.”

“You will improve.”

The priest with the cup looked like he might faint.

Father Halric appeared in the doorway behind the guards, took in the scene, and closed his eyes.

“Of course,” he said.

Mourne pointed at him. “He understands.”

“I understand that arguing with either of you will cause more strain than supervised departure.”

The captain looked at him. “Father Halric.”

He lifted both hands. “I am not endorsing this. I am recognising battlefield reality inside an infirmary.”

Mourne stepped out of the ward circle.

The marks flashed.

For a breath, gold light crawled up her legs like chains.

Her red eyes sharpened.

Then the wards broke apart into sparks and died.

The priests made several different noises.

Max stared.

Mourne adjusted the brace around her neck.

“Poor work.”

Halric looked deeply offended. “Those wards were drawn by three senior priests.”

“Yes.”

“That is not—”

“Where is my armour?”

Halric sighed like a man letting go of hope.

“Secured in the next room. Alongside his.”

“My horse?”

“In the temple stables terrifying every animal within fifty yards.”

“Good.”

Max said, “Grief is here?”

Mourne looked at him.

“You remember its name.”

“It tried to breathe smoke in my face.”

“That is affection.”

“I don’t think it is.”

“You are not a nightmare.”

“Correct.”

“Then do not assume expertise.”

Max did laugh that time.

It hurt.

Mourne’s eyes flicked to his ribs.

“We will walk slowly.”

Getting dressed took longer than leaving the bed.

Max’s armour had been cleaned but not repaired fully. The cold iron plate bore gouges from fiend claws and scorch marks from green fire. The pauldron was dented. The side plate where the fiend had pierced him had been patched temporarily with a temple-forged brace. His halberd had been cleaned and wrapped with a prayer strip near the socket.

Mourne’s armour looked worse.

Black gothic plate scarred, cracked, and burned. The red cloak was gone, probably lost or destroyed or still on the rescued woman from the werewolf camp. Her clawed gauntlet had been polished but one talon was missing its tip. Her helmet had a new crack along one side.

She put it on anyway.

The vampire vanished.

The knight returned.

The priests watched them with a mixture of horror, exhaustion, and relief.

Halric handed Max three vials.

“Restorative. Sanctified suppressant. Pain stabiliser. Use exactly as instructed.”

Max took them.

“Thank you.”

“Do not make me regret saving you.”

“I think that’s up to the bishop.”

“It is very much up to you.”

Fair.

Mourne received two sealed flasks of blood from the angriest-looking priest.

She held them up to the light.

“Still watered.”

“It is blessed and stabilised.”

“It is thin.”

“It is what you are getting.”

Mourne tucked them away.

“Your theology makes poor hospitality.”

The priest looked ready to convert into violence.

The captain escorted them through the temple corridors with six guards and Father Halric following at a distance. Max suspected this was less escort and more moving containment. He did not argue.

The temple felt different as they walked out.

Still white.

Still gold.

Still watching.

But now Max could feel more beneath it. Profane Sense caught sealed things behind walls. Witnessing Eye noticed ward lines hidden under paint. Sanctified X answered every flame they passed. Demon Ward pressed against something inside him that remained locked and silent.

Possessed V.

He did not look at it.

He could feel it anyway.

A pressure behind a door.

A thing waiting to see whether he would weaken.

No.

The chain inside him tightened once.

Good.

They reached the main hall.

Pilgrims and priests stopped as Max and Mourne crossed the white floor.

The God King’s statue towered above them, crowned in gold, one hand raised, sword at his side.

Max did not look away this time.

He did not kneel either.

Mourne glanced at him.

“Do not start a theological incident.”

“I’m walking.”

“In your case, that may be enough.”

The temple doors opened.

Cold daylight spilled in.

Outside, the plaza waited beneath a grey sky.

Grief stood near the fountain of golden flame, surrounded by a wide empty space and several guards pretending they had chosen that distance for tactical reasons.

The nightmare saw Mourne.

Its pale eyes brightened.

Black smoke curled from its nostrils.

Max’s brown horse stood much farther away, looking deeply traumatised by proximity.

Mourne stepped into the open air.

Max followed.

The temple behind them remained bright and white and dangerous.

The city of Caldris spread below in terraces, bridges, river channels, noble houses, merchant halls, slums, cemeteries, and secrets.

Mourne paused beside Grief and put one hand on the nightmare’s neck.

For the first time since waking, Max breathed air that did not taste of wards.

It hurt.

Everything hurt.

But it was outside.

Mourne looked at him through the cracked red visor.

“Can you ride?”

“No.”

“Good. Honesty improves.”

“Can you?”

“No.”

Max blinked.

She took the reins and began walking down the temple steps.

Max stared after her for a heartbeat.

Then followed.

Behind them, Father Halric called, “Where are you going?”

Mourne did not look back.

“Away from bed rest.”

“That is not a destination!”

“It is sufficient.”

Max limped beside her, halberd in hand, vials at his belt, a demon locked somewhere inside his chest, and holy fire sleeping uneasily in his blood.

He looked at Mourne.

She looked straight ahead.

“You were really going to leave without being cleared?”

“Yes.”

“You could barely stand.”

“I stood.”

“Your neck was broken.”

“It is less broken now.”

“That is not how necks work.”

“It is how mine works.”

Max shook his head carefully.

Mourne glanced at him.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

He smiled despite the pain.

For once, the word felt almost kind.

            

    
        Interlude - The Cardinal’s Light

    
    
    
    
                Bishop Ardan waited until the doors closed behind Knight Mourne and the boy before he allowed himself to sit.

Not in public.

Not in the main hall.

Not beneath the statue of the God King, where priests, pilgrims, guards, and frightened witnesses might see the leader of the temple fold beneath the weight of his own injuries.

He waited until Father Halric and Captain Sera returned him to the inner chamber overlooking the cloister.

Then he sat.

Carefully.

Slowly.

With all the dignity he could gather around pain.

The chair accepted his weight. His ribs objected. His spine sent a white line of agony up into the back of his skull. The healing had done enough to keep him alive, awake, and recognisable as himself. It had not made him whole.

Not yet.

Perhaps not for some time.

“Your Radiance,” Father Halric said quietly, “you should return to bed.”

“I was in bed.”

“For nineteen minutes.”

“A generous rest.”

“It was not.”

Ardan looked at him.

Halric looked back, exhausted and stubborn.

Good man.

Annoying man.

Useful man.

“I will rest,” Ardan said.

“When?”

“When I have reported to those above me that a fiend was summoned inside a Sun Vault, an inquisitor was torn in half, an ancient sanctified relic was absorbed by a Red Order candidate, and Knight Vaelith Mourne walked out of my temple with a broken neck because none of you were willing to tackle a vampire.”

Captain Sera stood by the door, spear in hand.

Her mouth twitched.

Halric did not look amused.

“Knight Mourne broke three ward circles on the way out.”

“She stepped through three ward circles,” Ardan said. “They broke themselves from embarrassment.”

“Your Radiance.”

“I am tired, Father. Allow me small blasphemies.”

Halric pressed his lips together.

Then bowed.

“What do you require?”

“The long mirror prepared.”

Halric went still.

Captain Sera’s amusement vanished.

“That is not wise,” Halric said.

“Very little tonight has been wise.”

“You are injured.”

“Yes.”

“The rite will strain you.”

“Yes.”

“You could send a written report by sealed courier.”

“And in six days, after three city-states, four noble houses, two merchant guilds, and every gossiping priest between here and the capital has distorted this beyond recognition, a cardinal would receive my neat little letter and wonder why I did not speak immediately.”

Halric said nothing.

Ardan softened his voice.

“A fiend entered my vault.”

“Yes.”

“A relic of the God King’s early war-saints was corrupted, used, and consumed.”

“Yes.”

“Brother Odran Vale is dead.”

Halric’s expression tightened.

“Yes.”

“And the boy who consumed the relic is now sanctified enough that temple flame leans toward him.”

Captain Sera’s grip tightened around her spear.

Halric looked down.

“Yes.”

“Prepare the mirror.”

This time, neither argued.

The long mirror was kept beneath the eastern chapel in a room without windows.

Three priests carried it up between them, wrapped in white cloth and bound with gold cord. They placed it upright against the far wall of Ardan’s chamber, then stepped away quickly. None looked directly into the covered glass.

Sensible.

The mirror was older than Ardan’s appointment. Older than the temple’s current dome. A relic of communication rather than divination, though the line between those things became thin when distance grew large enough.

It stood taller than a man and narrow as a door. Its frame was gold, sun-marked, and set with seven amber stones. At the top, a crowned sun watched over the covered surface.

Father Halric drew the floor circle himself.

Salt first.

Then gold dust.

Then powdered sunstone.

Then a ring of ink mixed with Ardan’s blood.

Ardan watched that part with displeasure.

“Necessary?” he asked.

“For stability.”

“My blood has seen enough excitement.”

“Then ask it to behave.”

Captain Sera coughed once into her fist.

Halric did not smile.

When the circle was complete, the priests placed seven lamps around the room and lit them with flame taken from the temple altar. The air changed immediately. It grew heavy, bright, and tight, as if the chamber had been sealed inside a bell.

Ardan stood.

Pain followed him.

He ignored it.

Mostly.

Halric moved to support him.

Ardan waved him away.

Then regretted it.

Then pretended not to.

The white cloth was removed from the mirror.

At first, the glass reflected only the room.

Ardan saw himself and disliked the view.

Silver beard. Gold robe. Bandages visible at the collar. Eyes too sharp above a body that wanted to fold. Behind him stood Halric, Sera, and two senior priests, all wearing the expressions of people who hoped someone else would interrupt the ritual before it began.

No one did.

Ardan placed one hand against the lower sun mark on the frame.

“By crown,” he said.

The first amber stone lit.

“By flame.”

The second lit.

“By witness.”

The third.

“By seal.”

The fourth.

“By blood.”

The fifth.

His palm stung where the frame drew from him.

“By office.”

The sixth.

“By the God King’s unbroken light.”

The seventh stone flared.

The mirror turned white.

Not bright like polished silver.

White like a wall of sunlit fog.

Ardan’s reflection vanished.

For several breaths, there was only light.

Then the light pulled inward, folding away from the centre until another chamber appeared inside the glass.

A larger chamber.

Richer.

Older.

The walls beyond the mirror were red stone veined with gold. Tall windows showed night outside, though dawn had not yet reached Caldris either. A desk stood beneath a hanging sun-disc. Shelves of sealed records lined the walls.

A man sat behind the desk.

Cardinal Thamior Vey.

He was old in the way powerful men became old when time decided it had to negotiate. His hair was white. His skin was deeply lined. His eyes were dark and clear. He wore robes of deep red beneath a mantle of gold, and around his neck hung a sun medallion so heavy it might have broken a weaker man’s posture.

The cardinal looked up from a stack of papers.

Then at Ardan.

Then at the bandages.

Then at the blood circle on the floor visible through the mirror connection.

“Bishop Ardan,” he said.

His voice crossed distance without echo.

“Your Eminence.”

“You are injured.”

“Yes.”

“Severely?”

“Less severely than Brother Odran Vale.”

The cardinal did not move for one heartbeat.

Then he set down his quill.

“Report.”

Ardan stood straighter.

His body objected.

He ignored it.

“Tonight, the Sun Vault beneath the Caldris temple was breached from within. A cult operating through temple access, noble channels, and profane relic distribution used a demonic book, three minor anchored relics, and a major corrupted sanctified relic to open a fiend gate.”

The cardinal’s expression did not change.

“What major relic?”

Ardan’s mouth tightened.

“The Radiant Hunger.”

Stillness.

Even through the mirror, even across miles and rites and layers of holy flame, the name struck the air.

Cardinal Vey folded his hands.

“Confirmed?”

“I saw the blade. Gold and bone. God King engravings. Early conquest script. Green profane flame through holy channels.”

“Destroyed?”

Ardan hesitated.

“Consumed.”

The cardinal’s eyes sharpened.

“Explain.”

“A Red Order partner-candidate named Max, designation Seventeen-Six, Innate Skill known to be Absorption, absorbed the relic during combat after Brother Vale bound it with his chain.”

Halric shifted behind him.

The cardinal’s gaze did not flicker toward the movement.

“Absorbed,” Cardinal Vey repeated.

“Yes.”

“The entire relic?”

“The physical object is gone. Its effects appear to have transferred into the boy.”

“Appear?”

“His blood now burns with sanctified force. I witnessed temple flame react toward him. Father Halric confirms that during emergency healing, the boy’s blood damaged demonic residue on contact and required sanctified suppression to prevent internal burning.”

The cardinal leaned back slightly.

“His flesh is sanctified.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

“To what degree?”

“I did not ask his status.”

“Why not?”

Ardan’s eyes hardened before he could stop them.

“Because he is not under temple contract, temple sentence, or temple initiation. Because he is not a novice. Because asking another’s System without lawful authority remains taboo even when curiosity wears gold.”

Silence followed.

Captain Sera went very still.

Father Halric looked at the floor.

Cardinal Vey regarded Ardan for several seconds.

Then he smiled faintly.

“Still principled after being nearly killed. Encouraging.”

Ardan lowered his head slightly.

“Forgive the edge, Your Eminence.”

“No. Keep it. We have too few bishops willing to remember that frightened boys remain people.”

Ardan let out a breath he had not realised he was holding.

The cardinal continued. “You said Brother Vale bound the relic.”

“Yes.”

“Where is he?”

“Dead.”

“Details.”

“The fiend manifested successfully before containment could be restored. It slew several cultists immediately. The cult leader escaped by green flame. Mourne, Vale, the boy, and I engaged the fiend. Vale reached the relic and wrapped it with his inquisitorial chain, weakening the fiend’s connection. He held the binding when the fiend struck him. He was torn in half.”

The words made the room colder.

“Odran held?”

“To the last breath.”

The cardinal closed his eyes.

Not for long.

When he opened them, grief had been locked somewhere useful.

“He was difficult,” Vey said.

“Yes.”

“Rude.”

“Extremely.”

“Faithful.”

“To the bone.”

The cardinal nodded once.

“I will record him with honour.”

“He earned it.”

“Yes. That is why it will be argued over.”

Ardan almost smiled.

Almost.

“The chain?” the cardinal asked.

“Also consumed.”

This time, the cardinal did react.

Only a slight narrowing of the eyes.

But Ardan saw it.

“Brother Vale’s chain-symbol was absorbed?”

“Yes.”

“By the same boy?”

“Yes.”

“Before or after the sword?”

“After. During what appeared to be an attempted possession or domination event.”

Cardinal Vey’s face grew very still.

“Is the boy possessed?”

Ardan felt the question settle in the chamber behind him like a drawn blade.

Sera’s fingers tightened around her spear.

Halric did not look up.

“I do not know,” Ardan said.

“Do you suspect?”

“Yes.”

“Does he know?”

“I suspect he knows more than he said.”

“And you let him leave.”

“With Knight Mourne.”

“A vampire.”

“Yes.”

“A vampire with Demonification.”

“Yes.”

“A Red Order vampire knight with Demonification, three skulls, a nightmare, a broken neck, and a newly sanctified Absorption candidate who may be carrying a demonic remnant.”

Ardan inclined his head.

“When listed plainly, it sounds untidy.”

Cardinal Vey stared at him.

Then, unexpectedly, laughed once.

It was a dry, weary sound.

“Bishop.”

“Your Eminence.”

“You survived a fiend in your vault, lost an inquisitor, discovered a corrupted early relic, allowed a Red Order candidate to become a walking holy relic, and released him into the company of a vampire.”

“That is an accurate but unkind summary.”

“It is the summary I will likely hear from less charitable mouths within two days.”

Ardan said nothing.

The cardinal’s amusement faded.

“Tell me about the fiend.”

“Large manifestation. Four arms. Green internal flame. Anchored through the Radiant Hunger and ritual circle. Strong resistance to gold fire. Vulnerable to cold iron, sanctified force, and Mourne’s demonic alterations. It healed while the sword remained unbound. After Vale’s chain was removed by a surviving cultist, the fiend regained strength and incapacitated me.”

“You did not see the final moments?”

“No.”

“Who did?”

“Priests entering after the event. They saw the aftermath. The fiend reduced to ash. The boy collapsed beside Knight Mourne. His blood still burning. The sword gone. Vale dead. The chain gone.”

“Any surviving cultists?”

“None from the vault. The leader escaped.”

“Name?”

Ardan looked at Mourne’s words in memory.

Vaelith.

Edran.

“Edran. Mourne knew him personally.”

The cardinal’s expression sharpened again.

“Edran what?”

“Unknown.”

“Description?”

“Tall. Thin. White hair. Dark green noble-style coat. Cracked sun pendant. Spoke to Mourne by name. Mentioned Draven.”

That landed.

The cardinal’s gaze changed.

“High Commander Draven?”

“I assume so.”

“What did he say?”

“Tell Draven he should have buried me deeper.”

The room behind Ardan felt smaller.

Even the mirror-light seemed to tighten.

Cardinal Vey leaned forward.

“That exact wording?”

“Yes.”

“And Mourne reacted?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Recognition. Controlled. Anger beneath.”

The cardinal tapped one finger once against his desk.

“Red Order business has roots here.”

“Yes.”

“Or church business does.”

“Also yes.”

The cardinal’s mouth tightened.

“I dislike both.”

“As do I.”

“Good.”

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Vey said, “The temple?”

“Purged of immediate taint. The vault remains sealed under secondary wards. The demonic book has been isolated. The minor relics used in Vale’s compass rite remain contained. All priests with vault access are being questioned. Two confirmed dead. Three missing. One guard unaccounted for. Records are being secured.”

“You acted quickly.”

“Not quickly enough.”

“No bishop ever does.”

Ardan looked down.

The words should have comforted.

They did not.

The cardinal’s tone softened by a fraction.

“Ardan.”

He looked up.

“You were right to report this immediately.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

“You were right to use the long mirror despite injury.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

“You were right to purge the temple first and explain later.”

Ardan’s jaw tightened.

“I did not purge enough before it reached the vault.”

“No. But after breach, you contained what could be contained, survived what should have killed you, and prevented the temple from collapsing into panic. That is not failure.”

Ardan did not answer.

The cardinal continued.

“You did good work purging the temple of unholy taint.”

The words struck strangely.

Good work.

Not comfort.

Not absolution.

A judgement.

A weight.

Ardan bowed his head.

“Thank you, Your Eminence.”

“Do not thank me. Continue doing it.”

Ardan almost smiled again.

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

“Now. The boy.”

“Yes.”

“You called him a walking holy relic.”

“I said effectively. Not formally.”

“Precision noted. Meaning retained.”

Ardan exhaled slowly.

“The sanctified force in him is not symbolic. It is present in flesh and blood. Temple flame responded. Demonic residue recoiled. He may harm unclean entities by bleeding on them.”

“A useful and horrifying sentence.”

“Yes.”

“Could he be stabilised?”

“Possibly.”

“Could he be claimed by the church?”

Ardan felt Halric’s attention sharpen behind him.

He chose his words carefully.

“I offered him a place.”

The cardinal’s brows lifted.

“You move quickly.”

“I had very little time before Mourne escaped bed rest.”

“Accepted?”

“No.”

“Reason?”

“He believes he would have less freedom under the church than as a Red Cloak.”

Cardinal Vey stared.

Then laughed again, softer this time.

“A damning assessment.”

“Not entirely inaccurate.”

“No.”

The cardinal looked thoughtful.

“He declined politely?”

“Yes.”

“Fearfully?”

“Cautiously.”

“Under Mourne’s influence?”

“Partly. But not blindly. He sees institutions too clearly for comfort.”

“Dangerous trait.”

“Yes.”

“Valuable trait.”

“Yes.”

The cardinal nodded slowly.

“Do not attempt to seize him without conclave authority.”

Ardan’s shoulders eased despite himself.

“Understood.”

“That was warning and protection both.”

“I understood both.”

“If he truly carries sanctified flesh, inquisitorial binding, a corrupted relic’s remnants, and possible demonic possession, then he is no longer simply a Red Order candidate. He is a theological, military, and political matter.”

“He is also sixteen.”

The cardinal’s eyes held his.

“I know.”

Ardan believed him.

That helped.

A little.

Cardinal Vey continued. “This must go before the conclave.”

“Yes.”

“I will bring it personally. The death of Brother Vale alone requires formal review. Add a corrupted God King relic, a fiend manifestation, a temple breach, a Red Order vampire, High Commander Draven’s possible connection, and the sanctified boy…” He stopped. “Yes. The conclave will hear it.”

“What should I do in the meantime?”

“Secure your temple. Question every surviving priest with vault proximity. Review all relic ledgers for the last fifty years. Quietly. Do not allow local nobles to sniff blood in the water. Inform the magistrate only of what is needed for civic containment.”

“House Valcrist?”

“Connected?”

“The book passed through them in Velm. Lord Valcrist possessed and destroyed. Lady Seraphine alive.”

The cardinal’s fingers stilled again.

“House Valcrist appears too often in old unpleasant notes.”

“I suspected.”

“Continue suspecting. Do not accuse without teeth.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

“The Red Order will need to be informed.”

Ardan’s mouth tightened.

“High Commander Draven?”

“Eventually. Not first.”

That surprised him.

The cardinal noticed.

“If Edran named Draven, then either Draven is relevant, or Edran wants us to think so. In either case, warning him carelessly helps someone else.”

“Understood.”

“Knight Mourne?”

“Left with the boy.”

“Track?”

“Yes.”

“Interfere?”

Ardan hesitated.

“No.”

The cardinal smiled faintly. “Correct. Mourne is many things, but subtle pursuit of her while wounded and offended is not a healthy hobby.”

Captain Sera made a small sound that might have been agreement.

The cardinal’s eyes flicked toward her reflection.

“Captain.”

Sera straightened. “Your Eminence.”

“You watched the boy?”

“Yes.”

“Assessment.”

Ardan glanced at her.

She stepped forward, hesitant only because bishops and cardinals were not normally interested in guard opinions.

“He is frightened,” she said. “Trying not to show it. Protective of Knight Mourne. More controlled than I expected. Less controlled than I would like. He did not try to harm anyone. He asked what would happen if he changed.”

The cardinal leaned forward slightly.

“And when answered?”

“I told him we would stop him.”

“How did he respond?”

Captain Sera’s expression shifted.

“He said good.”

The cardinal was silent for a long moment.

Then he nodded.

“Useful answer.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

She stepped back.

Ardan saw her swallow.

The cardinal returned his gaze to Ardan.

“You will send copies of all available testimony through sealed sun-script. Include healer observations, guard observations, vault diagrams, names of dead, missing, and suspected. Include Vale’s death in detail. His order will demand it.”

“Yes.”

“And rest.”

“I have more—”

“That was not counsel. That was instruction.”

Ardan closed his mouth.

The cardinal looked old suddenly.

Not weak.

Never weak.

But tired in a way that office could not hide.

“The God King’s house was used to open a door,” Vey said quietly. “Our own relic helped. Our own vault held the breach. Our own inquisitor died stopping it. There will be those who wish to bury this in procedure, and those who wish to set half the city-states on fire to prove purity. Neither instinct will serve.”

“No.”

“The conclave must decide what is to be done. About the relic. About the cult. About Edran. About Mourne. About Draven. About Max.”

Max.

Not the boy.

Not the candidate.

Not the vessel.

Ardan noticed.

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

The mirror-light began to flicker.

The rite was ending.

Or Ardan was weakening.

Probably both.

Cardinal Vey placed one hand over his sun medallion.

“Hold Caldris steady.”

“I will.”

“Do not die before my courier arrives.”

“I will attempt obedience.”

“Good.”

The cardinal’s mouth curved once.

Then the light folded inward.

His chamber vanished.

The mirror became white fog.

Then glass.

Ardan’s reflection returned.

He looked worse than before.

The seven amber stones went dark one by one.

When the last faded, his knees buckled.

Halric caught him before he hit the floor.

“Bed,” the priest said.

Ardan did not argue this time.

That seemed to worry everyone.

They helped him into the chair first, then prepared to carry him back toward the infirmary. Captain Sera covered the mirror again with white cloth. The other priests pinched out the lamps.

For a moment, only the brazier burned.

Ardan looked into its white flame.

Max’s blood had answered flame like that.

A boy made into a relic by accident, violence, hunger, and refusal.

A vampire knight guarding him.

A dead inquisitor’s chain inside him.

A fiend’s shadow possibly locked somewhere beneath sanctified flesh.

A cult leader who knew Mourne and spoke Draven’s name.

The conclave would decide what must be done.

That was what conclaves were for.

Ardan closed his eyes as Halric and Sera lifted him carefully.

He hoped, with sudden and bitter clarity, that by the time the conclave decided what must be done with Max, the boy would still be someone who could be asked.

            

    
        Old-Fashioned Hunting

    
    
    
    
                They did not leave Caldris immediately.

Max should have expected that.

Mourne had said they were leaving the temple, not the city. Precision mattered. She had told him that often enough that failing to notice the difference was his own fault.

Still, when they descended the temple steps with Grief walking beside Mourne and his own brown horse following behind looking offended by existence, Max had assumed the next direction would be the city gates.

It was not.

Mourne turned toward the lower terraces.

Max limped after her, cold iron armour biting at bruises that had been healed badly, quickly, or not quite enough. Every step sent a message through his body.

Ribs: damaged.

Leg: strained.

Shoulder: weak.

Hands: burned.

Blood: wrong.

Chest: occupied.

He did not look inward.

Not yet.

Possessed V waited there.

So did Binding VI.

So did Chain of Refusal III.

So did too many new effects, all stacked inside his System like weapons in a room with no door.

He wanted to tell Mourne.

He needed to tell Mourne.

Instead, she walked through Caldris as if she had not been unconscious with her neck broken less than a day earlier.

The brace the priests had forced onto her remained around her neck and shoulders, but she wore it like an insult rather than a support. Her armour covered most of it. Her cracked helmet hid her face. One talon on the clawed gauntlet was broken near the tip. The rest looked sharp enough to open a man from collarbone to stomach.

People moved aside.

Temple pilgrims first.

Then market traders.

Then guards.

Then anyone with enough sense to know that a Red Cloak walking away from the God King’s temple in damaged armour meant questions were best saved for someone else.

Max lasted until they crossed the second bridge.

“Knight.”

“Speak.”

“My status changed.”

“I assumed.”

He looked at her. “A lot.”

“I assumed that too.”

“There are things you need to know.”

Mourne’s helmet turned by the smallest degree.

“Not here.”

Max frowned. “Why?”

“Walls have eyes and ears.”

“We’re outside.”

“Cities are walls pretending to be streets.”

He looked around.

The bridge was busy. Merchants pushed carts. Servants carried baskets. A pair of temple guards stood at the far end. A woman sold little amber cakes beneath a painted awning. Three children pretended not to follow them at a distance. A man in a blue coat leaned beside a wall reading a folded paper upside down.

Max noticed that last part.

The man looked away too smoothly.

Mourne’s voice remained quiet. “Later. Outside the city.”

Max’s jaw tightened.

The thing inside him pressed faintly against its bindings.

Not voice.

Pressure.

A reminder.

He forced his hands to relax.

“No,” he whispered.

Mourne heard.

Of course she did.

Her helmet turned a little more.

“Later,” she repeated.

Max nodded.

They continued downward.

Caldris changed as the sun fell. The noble terraces lit lanterns behind glass. The merchant bridges glowed with late trade. The lower streets darkened faster, shadows pooling beneath archways, stairwells, and the undersides of bridges.

Mourne stopped near a narrow lane that sloped between two warehouses.

“Stable the horses.”

Max blinked. “Here?”

“There is a yard behind the cooper’s house.”

“How do you know?”

“I looked.”

“When?”

“When you were limping.”

“That was the whole walk.”

“Yes.”

She led Grief and the brown horse into a small enclosed yard where a bent old man with one eye accepted a coin without asking any questions. He did not look directly at Grief. That made him wiser than most.

Mourne removed her helmet.

The vampire returned.

Pale face. Black hair. Red eyes. Neck brace half-hidden beneath dark straps. She looked smaller without the helmet, though not softer. Never softer.

Then she removed the worst of her visible armour.

Max stared.

“What are you doing?”

“Feeding.”

The word landed unpleasantly.

Mourne unfastened her breastplate, then the pauldrons, then the clawed gauntlet. Beneath the armour she wore a black fitted under-tunic, torn at one sleeve and marked with old blood. She kept knives hidden at her belt and one thin blade up her sleeve. Of course she did.

The old stableman looked at the ground very hard.

Max did not.

“You’re feeding now?”

“Yes.”

“You have blood flasks from the temple.”

“Thin. Watered. Blessed. Insulting.”

“It was still blood.”

“It was apology wearing blood’s coat.”

Max stared.

Mourne pulled a dark cloak around her shoulders. Without armour and helmet, she looked like a pale woman travelling alone after dark. Still strange, perhaps. Still too still. But no longer obviously a Red Cloak.

That made Max more uneasy.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“Back alleys.”

“Why?”

She looked at him.

He understood a second before she said it.

“Predators feed where predators gather.”

Max’s stomach tightened.

“No.”

Mourne’s red eyes settled on him.

“No?”

“You’re using yourself as bait.”

“Yes.”

“For what?”

“For someone who deserves fewer tomorrows.”

Max looked toward the darkening lane.

The lower city smelled of rain, smoke, river water, old ale, and people hiding things. He thought of the werewolf camp. Of the woman in Mourne’s red cloak. Of Max being too late to stop most of what had happened.

His hands curled.

Mourne watched.

“Do not become sentimental.”

“This isn’t sentimental.”

“Then name it.”

He struggled.

Anger.

Disgust.

Fear.

Not fear for Mourne. Not exactly. Fear of what he would see. Fear of what she would do. Fear of how easily she had decided this was practical.

“You’re going to kill someone,” he said.

“I am going to eat.”

“That doesn’t make it better.”

“No.”

“At least say it plainly.”

Mourne’s expression did not change.

“I am going to walk alone through places where men hunt the vulnerable. If one chooses to make himself prey by attempting violence, I will drink until I have what I need.”

“And if he dies?”

“He should have chosen differently.”

Max looked at her.

“You’re not bothered.”

“I am hungry.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the most honest one.”

The hollow thing beneath Max’s ribs stirred at the word hungry.

The chain inside him tightened.

Mourne’s gaze sharpened.

“Stay behind me. Do not intervene unless I order it.”

“If someone attacks you?”

“They will discover error.”

“Still.”

“Especially then.”

Max did not like it.

He followed anyway.

They entered the lower alleys after dusk.

Mourne changed as they walked.

Not physically.

Not Demonification.

Something simpler.

Her shoulders rounded slightly. Her pace slowed. Her head lowered. The cloak hid her posture, her weapons, the neck brace, the old predator stillness. She became small in a way Max knew was deliberate.

Helpless.

No.

Not helpless.

A blade under cloth pretending to be skin.

Max followed at a distance, keeping to shadow where he could. Soft Step helped, though cold iron armour still made him too heavy for real silence. Veil II blurred attention if he focused carefully. He was not invisible. But people looked past him easier than they should.

The alleys narrowed.

The city’s higher bells faded behind them.

Laughter spilled from a tavern, then vanished as they turned. Somewhere, a bottle broke. A dog barked. Water dripped from a bridge overhead in steady, cold drops.

Mourne walked alone ahead.

A pale woman in a dark cloak.

Too slight.

Too quiet.

A man watched her from a doorway.

Max saw him.

Mourne saw him too.

She did not react.

The man did not follow.

Good for him.

Another alley.

Another turn.

Two men leaned against a wall beneath a shuttered window, passing a flask between them. One called something at Mourne. His words slurred together. The other grabbed his sleeve and shook his head.

They let her pass.

Good for them too.

Max’s patience frayed with every step.

He hated this.

Not because he thought Mourne was in danger. He knew better. That was part of the horror.

He hated watching the baited hook drift through dark water, waiting for a mouth.

The mouth came near the canal steps.

One man.

Large enough to think size was a personality. Coat stained. Beard patchy. One hand wrapped around the neck of a bottle. A knife at his belt, poorly hidden. Eyes fixed on Mourne from the moment she passed the broken lamp at the corner.

He followed her.

Max’s fingers tightened around the halberd.

No.

Do not intervene unless ordered.

Mourne’s pace faltered.

Deliberately.

The man quickened.

“Lost, love?” he called.

Mourne did not answer.

She turned into a narrower alley.

Max’s stomach turned cold.

The man followed.

Max followed him.

The alley dead-ended near a brick wall covered in old prayer scraps. Water ran down one side into a drain. No windows overlooked it. No doors opened into it.

Mourne stopped near the wall.

The man stopped behind her.

“Wrong turn,” he said.

His voice had changed.

Less drunk now.

More pleased.

Max felt something inside him go very still.

The man stepped closer.

Mourne turned halfway, face lowered beneath the hood.

“Please,” she whispered.

Max almost did not recognise the voice.

Small.

Frightened.

False.

The man smiled.

“Quiet now.”

He reached for her.

Mourne caught his wrist.

Not hard.

Not yet.

The man frowned.

Then tried to pull free.

He could not.

Mourne lifted her face.

The hood fell back enough for red eyes to catch what little light the alley had.

The man went pale.

His mouth opened.

Mourne moved.

One hand covered his mouth.

The other twisted his wrist until the knife dropped from his belt into the gutter.

She turned him, pinned him against the wall, and bared her fangs.

It happened so quickly Max barely saw the transition from helpless woman to monster.

The man made one muffled sound.

Then Mourne bit him.

Max looked away.

For one second.

Then forced himself to look back.

Study never admire.

Learn weaknesses and strengths.

The man thrashed at first. Not for long. Mourne held him upright with one hand like he weighed nothing. Her eyes were open as she drank. Red. Focused. Empty of apology.

The alley changed around them.

The air grew colder.

The man’s struggles weakened.

His skin sank.

His cheeks hollowed.

His hair seemed to lose colour. His hands clawed once against the brick, fingernails snapping, then fell limp.

Mourne drank until he looked less like a corpse than something the earth had forgotten to claim.

A husk.

When she released him, he slid down the wall and folded awkwardly near the drain.

Not bleeding much.

That made it worse.

Mourne stood over him.

Her face was no longer pale.

A faint flush touched her cheeks. Her red eyes glowed brighter. The brace at her neck no longer seemed to bother her as much. Her shoulders straightened. The old stillness returned, but stronger now. Less forced.

She wiped her mouth with the back of one hand.

Max said nothing.

The alley seemed too small for words.

Mourne looked at him.

“Speak.”

He swallowed.

“You killed him.”

“Yes.”

“He was going to hurt you.”

“Yes.”

“You chose this.”

“Yes.”

His jaw tightened. “You could have stopped him without killing him.”

“I could have.”

“Then why?”

“Because I needed blood.”

The simple answer made anger flare.

Absorb Emotion stirred.

He did not use it.

The anger should stay.

Mourne stepped closer.

“Do you object to his death?”

Max looked at the husk.

He thought of the way the man’s voice had changed.

Wrong turn.

Quiet now.

He thought of the werewolf camp.

He thought of the woman under Mourne’s red cloak.

“No,” he said.

The truth surprised him.

Mourne watched him.

“I object to how easy it looked.”

“That is different.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Keep distinctions.”

Max laughed once, sharp and humourless.

“You’re teaching me while drinking someone dry?”

“I teach when material presents itself.”

“That is horrible.”

“Yes.”

She crouched beside the husk and searched him with efficient hands. A knife. A purse. A strip of cloth with three women’s names written on it. Two rings too small for his fingers.

Mourne looked at the rings.

Then at the names.

Her face did not change.

She placed the rings and cloth into her pouch.

“For the watch?” Max asked.

“For someone who will care enough to ask the right questions.”

“Will anyone?”

“In this city? Perhaps not.”

“Then why keep them?”

“Because not keeping them is worse.”

Max had no answer.

They left the body in the alley.

Max looked back once.

Mourne did not.

By the time they returned to the stable yard, her movements had changed. Not fully healed, but closer. Her steps were smoother. Her head turned more easily despite the brace. Blood had restored what temple charity had not.

Max tried not to think about that too much.

At the yard, Mourne put her armour back on piece by piece. The old stableman did not look at her mouth. Very wise.

Max waited until her helmet was back in place.

“Now can I tell you?”

“No.”

He clenched his teeth. “Mourne.”

“The city listens.”

“This is important.”

“I know.”

“You don’t.”

“I know because you are trying not to shake.”

He looked away.

The demon inside him was silent.

The chain was not.

It sat around the thing in his chest like a cold warning.

Mourne stepped closer.

“Outside the city,” she said. “No alleys. No temples. No noble walls. No paid ears. Then you tell me everything.”

Max breathed out through his nose.

“Fine.”

“Good.”

“Where are we going now?”

“Noble district.”

He blinked. “Why?”

“To get you better healing.”

Max stared at her.

“We just left the temple.”

“Yes.”

“Surely the church has better healers. Healing and purging corruption is their whole thing.”

Mourne mounted Grief slowly enough that Max knew she still hurt.

The nightmare’s pale eyes watched him over its shoulder.

Mourne settled into the saddle.

“People follow money.”

Max frowned.

“What?”

“Healers who enjoy comfort, gold, influence, fine beds, private kitchens, and grateful patrons often serve nobles.” Her helmet turned toward the upper terraces. “Temples preach mercy. Nobles pay better.”

Max looked toward the white dome of the God King’s temple above them.

“But priests heal people.”

“Some do.”

“Isn’t that the point?”

“The point is usually what people say while doing something more profitable.”

“That’s cynical.”

“That is observation.”

“You think human greed wins over everything?”

“No.” Mourne gathered Grief’s reins. “But often enough that it should never be ignored.”

Max thought of Ilven Caul in Velm.

Gold-white hands.

Expensive robes.

Black coins.

He thought of Mara in Blackhold, fighting recruits back into shape with sweat and temper.

He did not like Mourne being right.

He was beginning to suspect that would happen often.

The noble district of Caldris did not welcome them.

That was becoming familiar.

They climbed from the lower terraces into clean stone, coloured lanterns, private bridges, carved gates, and houses that had never had to learn what hunger smelled like. Guards watched from gatehouses. Servants hurried indoors. Curtains shifted.

Mourne led them to a healer’s residence near the eastern gardens.

It did not look like a house of mercy.

It looked like a small palace.

White walls veined with rose stone. Blue-glass windows. A garden of winter flowers kept alive by warming charms. A brass plaque beside the door showed a hand holding a silver flame.

A servant opened the door.

Saw Mourne.

Tried to close it.

Grief smiled.

The door remained open.

The healer was a woman named Mistress Orlanna Veyr, and Max disliked her within three breaths.

Not because she was cruel.

She was not.

She was polite.

Perfectly polite.

Polite in the way knives were polished.

She wore violet robes, silver rings, and a chain of tiny crystal lenses across her chest. Her hair was white-gold, pinned high. Her eyes were pale blue and assessing.

She looked at Mourne with faint distaste.

Then at Max with professional interest.

“Red Order,” she said.

“Healing,” Mourne replied.

“For both?”

“Him.”

Orlanna’s eyes moved over Mourne’s brace. “You require care.”

“I require blood and time.”

“You require medical supervision.”

“I have been supervised. It was unpleasant for everyone.”

Orlanna’s mouth tightened.

Max sat on a cushioned examination bench and tried not to bleed on anything expensive.

The healer passed her hands over him without touching.

Silver light, not gold-white like Ilven’s, gathered around her fingers. Cooler. More clinical. It traced his ribs, shoulder, leg, hands, and the places where sanctified force still burned beneath his skin.

Her expression changed.

Not visibly much.

Enough.

“Interesting.”

Max hated that word now.

Mourne said, “Do not become too interested.”

Orlanna looked at her.

Then at Max again.

“He has been over-healed, burned, broken, sanctified, contaminated, partially suppressed, and forced past bodily failure by Skill use.”

Max went still.

Mourne’s helmet turned slightly toward him.

Orlanna continued, “The temple work kept him alive. It did not finish the repair. It also left too much sanctified tension in the blood pathways.”

“Can you help?” Max asked.

“Of course.”

No hesitation.

No humility.

“Will it hurt?”

“Yes.”

At least she was honest.

It did hurt.

Silver light entered him like cold wire. Unlike Ilven’s gold-white command, Orlanna’s healing was precise and surgical, less radiant but no less powerful. She did not tell the body to remember perfection. She negotiated with each broken part as if threatening to replace it.

His ribs shifted.

His leg straightened.

The deeper tear in his shoulder closed with a sensation like thread being pulled through muscle.

His blood cooled.

Not fully.

Enough that the heat beneath his skin stopped pulsing with every heartbeat.

Max clenched his teeth and did not absorb the pain.

Mourne watched.

When it ended, Orlanna stepped back.

“You will live.”

“I keep hearing that.”

“You should hear it less often.”

“Agreed.”

She handed him two small vials.

“Drink one tonight. One tomorrow. Do not use whatever force burned your blood unless you enjoy internal damage.”

Max took them.

Mourne paid with a black coin.

Orlanna looked at it.

For the first time, her polished expression cracked.

Only slightly.

Then the coin vanished into her sleeve.

“Pleasure treating you.”

Mourne let out a grunt.

They left before more politeness could sharpen.

Caldris had grown darker by then.

The gates remained open for trade, though guards watched them with more interest than before. News travelled fast. A temple breach, a dead inquisitor, a wounded bishop, a Red Cloak vampire, and a boy whose blood burned demons — even if only half of that had escaped, it was enough to make the city uncomfortable.

Mourne reclaimed the horses from the stable yard.

Max mounted slowly.

His body felt better.

Not healed.

But better.

That was dangerous. Better could make a person stupid.

He tried to remember that.

They rode east out of Caldris under a sky without stars.

No one stopped them.

At the gate, an amber-cloaked captain looked like she wanted to ask questions. Then Grief turned its pale eyes toward her, and the captain decided the road was clear.

The city fell behind them.

Terraces became dark shapes.

Bridges became lines of lanterns.

The temple dome remained visible longest, a white curve beneath the night.

Max did not speak until the road bent between two low hills and Caldris finally vanished from sight.

The air opened around them.

No walls.

No temple.

No noble gates.

Only road, grass, cold wind, horses, and the dark line of trees ahead.

Mourne stopped beside a leaning milestone.

“Now,” she said.

Max looked at her.

His mouth went dry.

He wanted to tell her everything.

Possessed V.

Binding VI.

Sanctified X.

Chain of Refusal.

Absorb Emotion III.

Absorb Relic IV.

The demon inside him.

The warning not to answer voices.

The way the temple flame leaned toward him.

The way part of him had enjoyed feeling no fear.

But before he could speak, another question came out.

“What do we do now?”

Mourne sat still on Grief.

The nightmare snorted smoke into the cold air.

For a moment, Max thought she might tell him they were returning to Blackhold. Or going after Edran immediately. Or finding a priest who could cut a demon out of a soul. Or hunting the next relic. Or hiding.

Instead, Mourne laughed.

Not loudly.

Not kindly.

A dry, exhausted sound from inside the cracked helmet.

“What?” Max asked.

“You think the next step is grand.”

“I think a cult leader escaped after summoning a fiend with an ancient relic and you knew him personally.”

“Yes.”

“You think that’s funny?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“We hunt the old-fashioned way. Running around blindly will not lead us to him he is cunning and cruel finding him will be near impossible.”

Max stared at her.

“Meaning?”

“Asking questions. Following clues. Finding who lied. Finding who paid. Finding who carried what from where. Following fear, coin, blood, and stupidity until one of them leads to a problem that needs us.”

“That’s it?”

“That is most hunting.”

“I thought we would chase him.”

“Do you know where he went?”

“No.”

“Then chasing is running in ignorance.”

Max looked back toward Caldris, though the city was gone.

“The bishop said this isn’t finished.”

“He is correct.”

“And Edran mentioned Draven.”

“Yes.”

“You know him.”

Mourne was silent.

The wind moved across the grass.

Grief’s mane flickered once with black fire.

Finally, Mourne said, “I did.”

Max waited.

No more came.

That meant not now.

He hated how many things had become not now.

Mourne turned Grief toward the dark road.

“You will tell me your status changes while we ride. Slowly. Precisely. No omissions.”

Max swallowed.

“Yes, Knight.”

“And then we decide what can be used, what must be restrained, and what may need to be cut out before it grows teeth.”

Max touched the centre of his chest without meaning to.

The chain inside him felt cold.

The thing behind it remained silent.

For now.

Mourne noticed the movement.

Her voice lowered.

“Start with the worst.”

Max looked down the road.

Then at the vampire knight riding beside him.

“The worst,” he said, “is called Possessed V.”

Mourne did not react.

Not visibly.

But Grief stopped walking.

The night seemed to hold its breath.

Max continued before fear could close his throat.

“There is a demon inside me. Suppressed. Not gone.”

Mourne’s cracked red visor fixed on him.

For a long moment, she said nothing.

Then she turned back to the road.

“Good.”

Max stared.

“Good?”

“You told me before it spoke.”

“It hasn’t spoken.”

“Good.”

“That is too many goods for the wrong reasons.”

“Yes.”

Grief began walking again.

Mourne’s voice carried softly through the dark.

“Now tell me the rest.”

Max rode beside her into the night, away from Caldris, away from the temple, away from white rooms and gold flames and noble healers.

Ahead waited questions.

Clues.

Edran.

Draven’s buried mistake.

And whatever part of the fiend remained chained inside Max’s chest, listening for a door.

            

    
        Borrowed Faces

    
    
    
    
                Six months changed Max.

Not gently.

Nothing under Mourne’s instruction changed gently.

They left Caldris under a starless sky with a demon chained somewhere inside Max’s chest and holy fire sleeping badly in his blood. By dawn, Mourne had made him repeat his status changes twice. Slowly. Precisely. No omissions.

She did not interrupt often.

That was worse.

Max told her about Sanctified X.

Mourne made him explain the burning blood three different ways until she was satisfied he understood the danger.

He told her about Binding VI, Chain of Refusal III, Soul Lock I, Demon Ward IV, and the warning beneath Possessed V.

Do not willingly open internal thresholds.

Do not bargain.

Do not accept offered strength.

Do not answer internal voices.

Mourne listened.

Then said, “Good.”

Max had nearly shouted at her.

Instead, he had asked, “How is any of that good?”

“You know the rules of your prison.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“Comfort is not for the possessed.”

He had hated that answer.

He had also remembered it.

That was most of Mourne’s teaching.

Hate first.

Use later.

The first month after Caldris was pain, restraint, and correction.

Mourne did not let him train properly for three days, which should have felt like mercy. It did not. She made him walk in armour, stretch wounds that had almost closed, control his breathing, and practise raising sanctified force without igniting it.

“Again,” she said.

Max stood in a field beneath grey morning, cold iron halberd grounded beside him, hands bandaged, sweat running down his face despite the chill.

White-gold heat crawled beneath his skin.

He clenched down.

Too hard.

The heat vanished.

Mourne shook her head.

“You strangled it.”

“That sounds safer.”

“It is not. Strangled things thrash.”

He tried again.

This time, he let the heat rise. Not through the blood. Not into the bones. Just beneath the skin. A controlled warmth instead of fire. A candle behind flesh rather than a forge inside veins.

His chest tightened.

The demon behind the chain stirred faintly.

Not a voice.

Pressure.

Curiosity.

No.

Chain of Refusal responded like a cold link pulled tight around his ribs.

The warmth steadied.

Mourne watched from beside Grief.

“Better.”

Max exhaled slowly.

The warmth flickered.

“Again.”

By the end of the first month, he could call the sanctified force into his palm without burning himself badly.

By the end of the second, he could run it along the edge of his cold iron halberd for five steady breaths.

White-gold flame would skim the axe blade and spear point, thin as oil on water, bright enough to make shadows recoil. Sunfire Edge II was not dramatic unless he forced it. Mourne preferred undramatic.

“Flashy power tells enemies what to fear,” she said. “Controlled power lets them learn too late.”

Max learned.

Slowly.

Bruisingly.

The demon inside him remained silent.

That did not comfort him.

Mourne said silence was not absence.

Silence was often patience.

They hunted while they travelled.

Not Edran directly.

Not yet.

Mourne had meant what she said outside Caldris. They hunted old-fashioned. They asked questions. Followed coin. Followed blood. Followed lies. Followed every rumour of copied faces, missing travellers, strange relic trade, hollow miracles, eaten memories, and people who returned home wrong.

Most led nowhere.

Some led to monsters.

The first goblin nest was dug beneath a collapsed toll bridge.

Not like the den Max had fought as a recruit. Smaller. Meaner. A road-pack that had begun dragging lone travellers under the bridge and taking fingers for trophies. Mourne made him lead the descent while she watched from above with a crossbow stolen from a dead bandit.

Max had asked why she was not coming down.

“Because you fit.”

“That is not the only reason.”

“No.”

He went anyway.

The nest smelled of damp earth, old meat, and fear. The goblins were fast in tunnels, clever with hooks and bone knives. Max’s old self would have overcommitted with the halberd and died stuck in mud. The new Max shortened his grip, used the rear spike to pin limbs, and let Clear Vision I and Profane Sense II tell him which dark shapes were bodies and which were traps.

When one goblin shaman spat black curse-fire at him, Max cut through it with Sunfire Edge II.

The flame hissed apart.

The goblin’s eyes widened.

Max did not admire the surprise.

He ended it.

Afterward, he absorbed nothing.

Not the shaman’s bone necklace.

Not the curse knife.

Not the little black idol hidden in the mud.

Mourne watched him stare at it.

“Report.”

“It wants to be taken.”

“Do you want to take it?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It feels useful.”

“Everything poisonous feels useful to something.”

He left it for Mourne to burn.

That night, Absorption reached level eighteen.

Not from the idol.

From refusal.

At least, that was what Max thought.

The System did not explain.

The second goblin nest came beneath an abandoned watchtower three weeks later. That one had captives. Max moved faster there. Angrier. Mourne corrected him afterward for letting anger push his footwork wide.

“You saved them,” she said.

“Isn’t that the point?”

“You survived despite bad form. Do not confuse outcome with method.”

He wanted to argue.

Then remembered the fiend.

Barely was enough until barely stopped being enough.

He trained harder the next morning.

The werewolves came in the second month.

Three of them at first, then five more when the first group ran howling into a pine hollow and Mourne smiled behind her visor.

“Pack trap,” she said.

Max tightened his grip on the halberd. “For us?”

“For anyone.”

“That’s comforting.”

“Do not be comforted.”

The fight lasted less than ten minutes and felt like an hour.

Werewolves were stronger than goblins. Faster than men. Harder to put down than anything that bled had a right to be. Max fought them differently now. No wild throws. No desperate charges without weapons. He used distance. Hooks. Knees. Terrain. Steady Stance I kept him planted when they hit him. Iron Grip II kept the halberd in his hands when claws tried to wrench it away. Freezing Cut II slowed joints just long enough for cold iron to finish work.

When one leapt for his throat, Max met it with a gauntleted palm wreathed in Condemnation Flame II.

The white-gold burst did not harm it the way it would a demon.

But the werewolf flinched.

The hesitation let him drive the halberd through its open mouth and into the spine.

Mourne gave him a single nod afterward.

That was the entire praise.

It kept him warm for hours.

He hated that.

In the third month, they found a rogue vampire in a mining town near the Emperor’s western marches.

Not one like Mourne.

Not controlled. Not knighted. Not bound by rules or purpose.

It had hidden beneath an old bathhouse and taken miners one at a time, drinking them slowly enough that sickness was blamed first, then bad water, then spirits in the mine.

Mourne made Max inspect the bodies.

“What do you see?”

“Blood loss.”

“Obvious.”

“Two punctures at the throat.”

“Obvious.”

“Bruising around the wrists. They were held down.”

“Continue.”

Max crouched beside the third body, jaw tight.

“Not torn. Not desperate feeding.”

“No.”

“He enjoyed the restraint.”

“Yes.”

The rogue vampire came for Max that night.

Mourne had known it would.

Max had suspected she knew.

He had still not enjoyed being bait.

The vampire was fast. Pale. Beautiful in a shallow way. It smiled too much and spoke to Max as if they shared some private hunger.

“You smell almost like one of us,” it whispered.

That bothered him more than the claws.

Max fought it in a ruined bath chamber while Mourne watched from the upper gallery.

Silver dagger gone months ago.

Holy stakes at his belt.

Cold iron halberd in hand.

Sanctified blood in his veins.

Possessed V locked behind chains in his chest.

The vampire tried to charm him.

Witnessing Eye III peeled the charm apart enough for him to see the command behind the smile.

Max answered with a stake.

He missed the heart.

The vampire laughed.

Then Max let his blood drip onto the stake.

White-gold flame crawled along the old holy symbol carved into the wood.

The vampire stopped laughing.

Mourne killed it in the end, because rogue vampires were not lessons to stretch too long. But Max held his own long enough that she did not intervene until it tried to flee.

Afterward, she made him help burn the body.

“Could I kill you now?” Max asked, watching the flames eat undead flesh.

Mourne looked at him.

“With a prepared stake, sanctified blood, surprise, and me being asleep?”

“Yes.”

He blinked.

“Really?”

“No.”

He stared.

Mourne’s mouth curved faintly.

“But you are closer.”

For Mourne, that was nearly affection.

The Arachne came in the fourth month.

Large sapient spider-monster variations, Yarrow had called them in Blackhold.

Mourne’s correction had been colder.

“Some are citizens. Some are scholars. Some are silk-priests. Some are murderers. Do not flatten a species into a target because a classroom needed simple categories.”

The Arachne nest they hunted was not a city.

It was a killing web strung through an abandoned chapel in the Emperor’s land.

Six bodies hung from the rafters in silk.

Two were still alive.

The Arachne that had taken them was larger than a horse, with a grey woman’s torso rising from a spider’s body covered in black hair. Her mouth opened too wide. Her fingers were jointed wrong. She spoke in a voice like silk sliding over teeth.

“Red Cloak,” she said to Mourne. “You bring a warm candle.”

Her eight eyes turned to Max.

“Holy blood. Demon shadow. Young meat.”

Max tightened his grip on the halberd.

Mourne said, “Do not answer her questions.”

“She hasn’t asked any.”

“She has.”

The fight was unlike any before.

Not strength against strength.

Not speed against speed.

Space itself had become enemy. Webs everywhere. Floors that stuck. Threads that cut. Shadows that moved because silk pulled them. Max’s halberd was nearly useless at full length until he learned to burn the webbing from the edge with Sunfire and cut himself free with controlled sweeps.

The Arachne tried to bind his arms.

Max let the web close.

Then triggered Sanctified X through blood from a cut across his palm.

The silk burned.

The Arachne screamed.

Mourne severed three legs in the moment of surprise.

Max took the fourth.

The hunt ended with Mourne’s claws in the creature’s throat and Max’s halberd pinning the abdomen to the chapel floor.

They saved one captive.

Not both.

Max sat outside afterward, staring at his hands.

Mourne stood beside him.

“Say it.”

He knew what she meant.

“Barely is enough until it isn’t.”

“Good.”

“I hate that lesson.”

“Yes.”

Absorption reached level nineteen after the Arachne.

Absorb Emotion did not progress, but Max grew better at using it. Smaller draws. More precise. A thread of fear removed from a trembling hand before a fight. A needle of pain swallowed so his grip did not weaken. Anger left intact when it carried useful information.

He did not fully open it again.

Not once.

Mourne made him swear that aloud beneath an old stone bridge with Grief watching from the dark.

“I will not fully open Absorb Emotion unless death is certain otherwise.”

Mourne stared at him.

“Not certain. Probable.”

Max frowned. “That’s worse.”

“Yes. Certainty arrives too late.”

So he swore again.

“I will not fully open Absorb Emotion unless death is probable otherwise.”

“And?”

He sighed.

“And I will tell you afterward.”

“If you can.”

“If I can.”

The demon inside him remained silent for five months.

On the first night of the sixth, it laughed.

Not aloud.

Not in a dream.

Max was cleaning his halberd beside a roadside fire while Mourne sat across from him, helmet off, red eyes fixed on the dark.

The chain inside his chest tightened so suddenly he dropped the whetstone.

Mourne was standing before it hit the ground.

“What?”

Max pressed one hand to his chest.

For a heartbeat, he felt something behind the bindings.

Not words.

Amusement.

A mouth smiling behind a locked door.

Then it was gone.

Max swallowed.

“It laughed.”

Mourne did not ask what.

That was the worst part.

“Did you answer?”

“No.”

“Did you open?”

“No.”

“Did you want to?”

Max hesitated.

Mourne’s eyes sharpened.

“Yes,” he admitted.

The silence that followed was colder than the night.

Finally, Mourne said, “Good.”

Max gave her a tired look.

“I am beginning to hate that word.”

“You told me.”

“That is not why you said it.”

“No. It wanted you to hide the shame. You did not.”

Max looked back down at his halberd.

The blade reflected firelight and a thin line of white-gold force he had not meant to summon.

He released it carefully.

No burning.

No flare.

No pain.

Control.

The sixth month brought them fully into the Emperor’s lands.

The border was not a line.

Not really.

It was a gradual tightening.

Roads straightened. Watchtowers became maintained instead of abandoned. Milestones bore the Emperor’s crown-and-sword sigil cut deep into stone. Patrols appeared more often, marching in disciplined files beneath red-and-black banners. Villages had notice boards filled with tax orders, conscription rolls, and wanted sketches stamped with Imperial seals.

The God King’s crowned sun did not disappear.

It became smaller.

Hidden on amulets. Carved inside doorframes. Painted on shrine stones behind houses instead of in front of them.

The war between the Emperor and the God King was not always battlefield.

Sometimes it was where people dared to hang symbols.

Mourne watched everything.

Max did too.

Six months with her had changed the way he looked at roads.

He noticed disturbed mud. Repaired wheels. Boot patterns. Wrong silences. Merchants who lied poorly. Children who watched too intently. Guards who looked underfed. Priests who wore their symbols inside their collars. Men who touched knives when Mourne passed.

He noticed hunger.

Not only his.

Other people’s.

Coin hunger. Power hunger. Food hunger. Blood hunger. Pain hunger. The hunger to be feared. The hunger to be left alone.

Cities were doors, Mourne had told him.

After six months, Max understood that roads were throats.

Everything passed through them eventually.

They found the first sign of the doppelgänger in an Imperial village called Greyhook.

A baker had come home wrong.

That was how his wife said it.

Not missing.

Not possessed.

Wrong.

He knew her name. Knew their children. Knew the debt owed to the miller. Knew the recipe for honey rye and the scar on his own thigh from falling through a roof at twelve.

But he had put salt in the sweet loaves.

He had called his youngest daughter by his dead mother’s pet name.

He had not known which side of the bed was his.

Three days later, the wife vanished.

The baker wept.

Then vanished too.

Mourne found what remained of him in the old clay pit north of the village.

Not a body.

Not properly.

Skin pieces. Chewed bone. Half a skull cracked open. A wedding ring in the mud.

Max stared at the remains.

His stomach turned.

Mourne crouched nearby.

“Doppelgänger.”

Max looked at her.

He knew the term from monster lessons, but Yarrow had spoken of them like cautionary tales.

Sapient predator. Rare. Avoids direct combat. Feeds on identity.

“Are you sure?”

Mourne lifted the half-skull with one claw.

The inner bone had been scraped clean.

“Brain eaten.”

Max swallowed.

“They eat someone’s brain?”

“Some species eat the brain. Some eat the heart. Some drink spinal fluid. This variation consumes flesh and memory together.”

“And then becomes them?”

“Yes.”

“With their memories?”

“Enough.”

Max looked toward the village.

“Then it could be anyone now.”

“Yes.”

That was when the hunt began.

The doppelgänger had moved east.

Then south.

Then east again.

It changed faces at least five times.

A baker.

A widow.

An Imperial courier.

A mercenary with a missing ear.

A dock clerk who should have died two towns before anyone noticed his handwriting had changed.

Each time, it ate enough to become convincing.

Each time, it made one mistake.

Not large.

Never large.

Wrong seasoning. Wrong prayer. Wrong limp. Wrong nickname. Wrong hand used to sign a ledger. Wrong memory told too perfectly because real people forgot parts of their own lives.

Mourne followed the mistakes.

Max followed Mourne.

By the time they reached the Imperial port city of Harrowdeep, Max had not slept properly in four nights.

The city rose from the coast beneath a sky the colour of iron.

Harrowdeep was built where a black river emptied into the eastern sea. High sea walls curved around the harbour like arms. Watchtowers stood along the cliffs, Imperial banners snapping hard in the salt wind: red field, black crown, silver sword. War galleys sat at anchor beside merchant ships. Cranes swung cargo from decks to warehouses. Bells rang from fog towers. Gulls screamed overhead.

The whole city smelled of salt, tar, fish, coal smoke, wet rope, and too many people passing through too quickly.

A perfect place for something that wore faces.

Max sat straighter in the saddle.

His cold iron armour had been repaired twice since Caldris and scarred five times since. The halberd across his back felt like part of him now, not because Absorption had taken it, but because six months of fighting with it had worn its weight into his hands.

His body was broader than it had been when he left Blackhold.

Harder.

Still too thin in places, perhaps, but no longer starving. No longer the boy who had nearly collapsed on Greystone streets for a stolen loaf. His face had sharpened. His eyes watched more. His hands rested near weapons without needing to search for them.

Absorption was level twenty now.

He had not told Mourne immediately when it happened after the fifth doppelgänger corpse.

He had told her an hour later.

She had stared at him until he understood that delaying counted as an omission.

He had not delayed again.

Possessed V remained Possessed V.

Suppressed.

Silent.

Mostly.

Mourne rode beside him on Grief, cracked armour patched, red cloak replaced by a darker one taken from a dead cult courier two months earlier. Her neck brace was gone. Her movements had returned to their old terrible smoothness. If the broken neck had left any weakness, she did not show it.

Max knew better than to assume that meant none existed.

They stopped on the ridge overlooking Harrowdeep’s western gate.

Imperial soldiers checked carts below. Spearmen in red-and-black watched the road. A bronze statue of the Emperor stood above the gate, sword pointed toward the sea as if even the tide owed him obedience.

Max looked at the city.

“Port city.”

“Yes,” Mourne said.

“Crowds.”

“Yes.”

“Ships leaving every day.”

“Yes.”

“Hundreds of strangers.”

“Thousands.”

“Easy to vanish.”

“Yes.”

He sighed.

“I hate doppelgängers.”

“You have met one only through leftovers.”

“I hate the leftovers.”

“Reasonable.”

They rode down toward the gate.

An Imperial officer stopped them beneath the statue.

He saw Mourne’s red cloak first.

Then the skulls.

Then Grief.

Then Max’s cold iron full plate and halberd.

His face did a disciplined job of not changing.

“Names and business.”

Mourne looked down at him through her red visor.

“Knight Vaelith Mourne. Red Order. Hunt.”

The officer’s jaw tightened.

Imperial lands and the Red Order had a complicated relationship. Max did not know all of it yet. Mourne had explained enough to make him understand that the Emperor tolerated the Order because monsters did not respect borders and because forbidding Red Cloaks usually ended with Red Cloaks entering anyway.

The officer looked at Max.

“And him?”

“Partner-candidate.”

“Name?”

Max answered before Mourne could.

“Max.”

The officer waited.

“No surname?”

“Orphan.”

Something shifted in the officer’s expression.

Not pity.

Recognition of category.

Another thing the world knew how to file.

“Purpose of hunt?”

“Doppelgänger,” Mourne said.

That changed everything.

The officer’s posture stiffened. The soldiers nearby looked at each other. One made a warding sign that was not the God King’s, not Imperial either. Older.

“How certain?” the officer asked.

“Certain enough to say it at a gate.”

The officer swallowed.

“Known face?”

“Several.”

“Current?”

“Unknown.”

That made the soldiers even less happy.

The officer stepped back and gestured to another guard.

“Send word to harbour command. Quietly.”

Mourne said, “Good.”

The officer looked at her sharply, unsure if he had been praised or insulted.

Possibly both.

They entered Harrowdeep.

Noise hit Max first.

Not Velm’s chaotic market noise.

Not Caldris’s bells and water.

Harrowdeep roared.

Chains clanked. Sailors shouted. Wagons rolled over stone. Dock bells rang. Smiths hammered ship nails. Gulls shrieked. Fishmongers called prices. Priests of three different gods argued near a fountain while an Imperial tax clerk shouted louder than all of them.

The streets near the gate sloped toward the harbour in long, crowded lines. Warehouses loomed on either side. Red Imperial banners hung beside trade signs and tavern boards. Salt crusted window ledges. Everything metal smelled faintly of rust.

Max’s Profane Sense II prickled uselessly.

Too much.

Charms on sailors. Cursed coins in pockets. Minor wards on warehouse doors. Smuggled relics in sealed crates. Old blood on knives. Lies everywhere. Harrowdeep was full of small wrongness.

A doppelgänger could hide in wrongness the way a fish hid in water.

Mourne stopped in the mouth of a side street.

“We begin with the dock clerk.”

“The dead one?”

“The face it wore.”

Max looked toward the harbour.

Ships rocked beyond the roofs, masts rising like a forest of black lines.

“If it took a clerk’s memories, it knows shipping records.”

“Yes.”

“Passenger lists.”

“Yes.”

“Cargo routes.”

“Yes.”

“Then it could already be gone.”

“Yes.”

Max looked at her.

“You’re very calm.”

“No.”

He blinked.

Mourne’s helmet turned toward him.

“I am focused.”

That was different.

He understood that now.

Six months ago, he would have mistaken one for the other.

“What are we looking for first?” he asked.

“Mistakes.”

“Wrong names, wrong habits, wrong memories.”

“Yes.”

“And if it has improved?”

“Then we find the bodies.”

Max looked at the crowded street.

At sailors laughing.

Dockworkers hauling rope.

Children running between carts.

A woman selling hot shellfish from a steaming pot.

An old man repairing nets with careful fingers.

Any of them could be real.

Any of them could be borrowed.

The demon inside Max shifted faintly.

Not laughing.

Listening.

Max placed one hand over the centre of his chest.

No.

The chain tightened once.

Mourne noticed.

“Problem?”

“No voice.”

“That was not my question.”

He exhaled.

“It noticed the city.”

“Good.”

Max grimaced.

“Still hate that word.”

“I know.”

Mourne started toward the docks.

Max followed.

The hunt entered Harrowdeep with them, quiet beneath the city’s roar.

Somewhere ahead, a grey thing with a mouth split vertically through its head was wearing a dead person’s face.

And Max had six months of hunger, holy fire, and restraint waiting for the moment it made a mistake.

            

    
        The Wrong Face

    
    
    
    
                Old-fashioned hunting was mostly walking.

Max discovered that within the first hour.

It was walking through streets that smelled of fish, rope tar, wet wood, coal smoke, and too many bodies. It was stopping at doors where people did not want visitors. It was asking questions no one wanted to answer. It was watching eyes, hands, shoes, ledgers, cups, windows, and the places people looked when they lied.

It was not heroic.

It was not fast.

It was mostly annoying.

Mourne seemed born for it.

She began at the harbour clerk’s office, a long stone building overlooking the docks. Its windows were narrow. Its door was guarded by two Imperial soldiers in red-and-black. Inside, rows of desks held clerks, ledgers, stamps, inkpots, sealed documents, and men who looked as if they believed paperwork was the highest form of war.

The chief clerk was a thin man named Rellin Voss.

He had a moustache like a dying caterpillar and the confidence of someone whose authority depended on making armed people wait.

“Harbour records cannot simply be viewed by foreign military agents,” he said.

Mourne stood before his desk in black armour, red visor fixed on him.

“Red Order.”

“Foreign military agents,” Voss repeated.

Max almost respected him.

Almost.

Mourne placed one clawed finger on the desk.

The wood creaked.

“Doppelgänger.”

The room changed.

Pens stopped scratching.

A clerk dropped a stamp.

Chief Clerk Voss swallowed once, very carefully.

“That is a serious accusation.”

“Yes.”

“Do you have proof?”

“Dead dock clerk. Three prior identities. Eaten memories. Trail leading here.”

Voss looked at Max.

Max said nothing.

He had learned that silence made some people talk more. It also made him look less like a boy asking permission and more like someone Mourne had brought because something might need cutting open.

Voss adjusted his dying moustache.

“What clerk?”

“Name unknown,” Mourne said. “Face used in Turnbridge four days ago. Harbour-stamped travel writ found near remains.”

Voss paled. “Turnbridge?”

“You know it?”

“Half our inland cargo from the western road passes through Turnbridge counting stations.”

“Show records.”

“I cannot simply—”

Mourne leaned forward.

The desk creaked louder.

Voss looked at the claw.

Then at Mourne.

Then at Max’s cold iron halberd.

Then at Grief visible through the window, standing in the street and frightening a team of cart horses by existing.

“I can request provisional access,” Voss said.

“Good.”

It took an hour.

Old-fashioned hunting was also waiting.

Max hated that part more than walking.

They stood in a side records room while three clerks brought ledgers from locked shelves. Mourne read quickly, turning pages with a claw carefully enough not to tear them. Max read more slowly. He had improved in six months, but ledgers still felt like traps designed by people who wanted numbers to kill the unworthy.

Names. Cargo. Dates. Ships. Incoming. Outgoing. Road writs. Port seals. Tax marks. Passenger declarations. Crew lists.

The dock clerk’s face, or the last face known before Harrowdeep, belonged to a man named Sel Varron.

He had worked third desk, night shift, berth assignments.

“Useful position,” Mourne said.

Max looked at the ledger. “He could move ships?”

“Not ships. People.”

“Crew?”

“Passengers. Labourers. Porters. Prisoners. Cargo witnesses. Anyone who needs a berth number and seal.”

Chief Clerk Voss dabbed sweat from his forehead with a cloth.

“Sel Varron missed two shifts last week. We assumed drink.”

“Was he known for drink?”

“No.”

“Then why assume it?”

Voss hesitated.

Max looked at him.

“Because that is less troubling than assuming a monster ate him,” Voss admitted.

Mourne turned a page. “Where did he live?”

“Dockside boarding rooms. Gull’s Stair.”

“Family?”

“No wife. No children. One sister in the northern quarter.”

“Alive?”

“As far as I know.”

Mourne looked at Max.

“First stop.”

They found Sel Varron’s room above a fish-seller.

The staircase smelled like old oil and damp socks. The landlady smelled like onions and suspicion. She stopped being unhelpful only when Mourne asked whether she preferred answering questions before or after the city guard learned she rented rooms under false names.

“Sel was quiet,” the landlady said, arms folded under her apron. “Paid on time. Didn’t bring trouble.”

“Did he return after missing shifts?” Mourne asked.

“Once.”

“When?”

“Five nights ago.”

“What was different?”

“Nothing.”

Mourne waited.

The landlady looked away.

“Everything,” she muttered.

Max leaned against the wall near the door, watching her hands.

They worried the edge of her apron.

“He smiled,” she said.

“Sel did not smile?”

“Not like that. Sel smiled like he was apologising for having teeth. That night he smiled like he’d just learned what teeth were for.”

Max’s stomach tightened.

Mourne said, “What else?”

“He asked after my son.”

“Is that unusual?”

“My son died nine years ago.”

The room went quiet.

The landlady swallowed.

“Sel knew that. Everyone knows that. But he asked if Lanno still worked at the ropewalk. Same as he did before the fever. Like he’d heard the name but not the end.”

Wrong memory.

Wrong grief.

Mourne nodded. “Did he carry anything?”

“A satchel. Heavy. Not his usual one.”

“Where did he go?”

“Down toward the harbour. I thought maybe smuggling.” She laughed once, bitter and scared. “Would have preferred smuggling.”

Sel’s room contained almost nothing.

A bed. A chest. Two shirts. A pair of worn boots. A cracked mirror. Old receipts. A little carved gull on the windowsill.

No blood.

No body.

No obvious sign that a grey bipedal monster with a mouth splitting vertically through its head had eaten a man and borrowed his life.

Max touched nothing.

Profane Sense prickled faintly near the mirror, but when Mourne checked it, she shook her head.

“Cheap charm. Prevents lice.”

“Mirrors prevent lice?”

“Badly.”

They went to the sister next.

Her name was Pella Varron, and she lived above a cooper’s shop in the northern quarter with a husband, three children, and a mother-in-law who opened the door holding a rolling pin like a weapon.

Pella wept when Mourne explained.

Not immediately.

At first she denied everything. Then she demanded proof. Then she demanded Mourne leave. Then Max told her, quietly, about the wrong smile and the dead son question.

That broke something.

“My brother came yesterday,” Pella whispered.

Mourne became very still.

Max felt the same tightening he had learned meant the hunt had found fresh blood.

“What time?”

“Morning. After first bell.”

“What did he want?”

“To see the children.” Pella wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “He brought sweets. Sel never brought sweets. He was good, but he always said sugar rotted teeth and wasted coin.”

“Did the children eat them?”

“No. Mother threw them out.”

The mother-in-law lifted the rolling pin slightly.

“Too pretty,” she said. “Good sweets aren’t that shiny.”

Max looked at her with sudden respect.

Mourne nodded once. “Did he touch anyone?”

Pella hugged herself.

“He held my youngest.”

Mourne’s red visor turned toward the back room.

The youngest child was a girl of perhaps four, sitting with a blanket around her shoulders. She looked tired. Not dead. Not wrong, at least not to Max’s eyes.

Mourne crouched in front of her.

The girl stared at the skulls on Mourne’s belt.

“Are those friends?” she asked.

“No,” Mourne said.

The mother-in-law made a strangled sound.

Mourne ignored her. “Did your uncle say anything?”

The girl nodded.

“What?”

“He asked if I remembered the song.”

“What song?”

The girl frowned. “I don’t know.”

Pella covered her mouth.

Mourne rose.

“It marked her.”

Max’s hand tightened near his halberd. “For eating?”

“Perhaps later. Perhaps for finding.”

Pella began to cry again.

Mourne looked at Max. “Salt line.”

He moved before she finished.

They had done this twice in the last six months. Not for doppelgängers, but for things that marked prey. Salt at windows. Cold iron nail at threshold. A strip of prayer-paper if available. They had no priestly paper, so Mourne cut a line into the doorframe with one claw and rubbed ash from her belt pouch into it.

“Keep her inside until dawn,” Mourne told Pella.

“Inside? What if it comes back?”

“Do not invite anyone in wearing your brother’s face.”

Pella looked as if she might be sick.

“What if it is him?”

“It is not.”

They searched the sweets where the mother-in-law had thrown them into the ash pit.

Each little sugar-drop had a hair coiled inside.

Child hair.

Not the girl’s.

A marker. A lure. A promise.

Mourne burned them in the stove while the mother-in-law watched with grim satisfaction.

Old-fashioned hunting was not fast.

But it worked.

Until it stopped.

By midday, their trail split into too many directions.

Sel Varron’s face had been seen at the northern quarter, the harbour office, and a tavern near the fish steps. A woman matching the widow identity from two towns back had bought passage on a coastal ship, but the ship had not left. An Imperial courier with the same missing tooth as the one eaten outside Turnbridge had entered the customs house and never come out. Three dockhands swore they had seen Varron arguing with himself near a warehouse.

Mourne questioned each witness.

Max watched.

A sailor lied about seeing Varron enter a brothel because he owed the brothel money.

A porter lied about not knowing Varron because he was stealing from Varron’s berth assignments.

A dock sergeant lied about the courier because Imperial couriers often carried things the dock watch was paid not to notice.

None of the lies were useful.

By late afternoon, Max’s head hurt from too many faces.

Harrowdeep was perfect for a doppelgänger. Every street carried strangers. Every inn housed people who would be gone by morning. Every dock had men who signed false names because cargo moved easier when truth stayed ashore.

They found three bodies.

None fresh.

The first was in a crab cage beneath a pier, bones picked clean enough that even Mourne could not identify whether it had been man or woman without opening the skull.

The second was behind a tannery, half-eaten, but by rats, not doppelgänger.

The third was a drunk who had simply died drunk and had the bad luck to be found by a vampire knight looking for monsters.

“Not ours,” Mourne said.

Max crouched beside the drunk and frowned. “How do you know?”

“Liver did the killing.”

“You can smell that?”

“Yes.”

“I hate that.”

“No you do not. You envy it.”

He looked at her.

She was right.

He hated that more.

They checked warehouses.

They checked boarding houses.

They checked the Gull’s Stair.

They checked the night-shift berth ledgers again, and Max stared at names until they blurred.

Nothing.

No fresh wrongness.

No obvious borrowed face.

No grey monster waiting in a cellar.

By the time the sun sank behind the western roofs, Harrowdeep had become all noise and shadows. Lanterns burned along the harbour. Ship bells answered one another in the fog. Imperial patrols doubled near the docks after Mourne’s warning, but their presence only made the streets more crowded as people stopped to watch them.

Max stood beneath a warehouse awning while rain began to fall in thin cold lines.

“This isn’t working.”

Mourne looked at him.

He expected correction.

Instead, she said, “No.”

Max blinked.

“No?”

“No. It is not working.”

That was somehow worse.

“What now?”

“Return to the start.”

“Which start?”

“Varron’s shift. The face it used to access the harbour.”

“We already looked at the ledgers.”

“We looked at what they wanted written.”

Max rubbed a hand over his face.

His bandages were gone now, replaced by faint white scars across his palms and knuckles. Orlanna’s healing had cleaned most of the damage. The sanctified force had done the rest badly.

“Hidden ledgers?” he asked.

“Always.”

They went back toward the harbour office.

They did not reach it.

The first alarm bell rang from the western tower.

Deep.

Iron.

Ugly.

Every conversation in the street stopped.

A second bell answered from the harbour wall.

Then a third from the customs fort.

City-wide alarm.

Max’s body reacted before thought. Halberd off his back. Grip set. Feet planted.

Mourne’s helmet snapped toward the sound.

Screams followed.

Not one.

Many.

From the direction of the lower fish market.

Then came the crash.

Something large struck stone hard enough that Max felt it through his boots.

Mourne swore.

Not loudly.

Not creatively.

One word in a language Max did not know, spoken with enough venom that two dockworkers nearby crossed themselves with different gods.

“What?” Max asked.

Mourne was already running.

“Move.”

Max ran.

The streets between the harbour office and the fish market were chaos.

People surged away from the sound. Imperial guards pushed through them toward it. A cart overturned. Fish spilled across cobbles. A woman screamed for her child. Rain turned stone slick beneath boots.

Max followed Mourne through gaps that should not have been gaps.

Six months ago, he would have lost her in the crowd.

Now he watched shoulders, hips, lines of movement. Fleet of Foot I helped him cut between bodies. Steady Stance I kept him from slipping when a sailor crashed into his side. Veil II did nothing here; everyone was looking everywhere.

The second crash came louder.

A body flew over the crowd ahead and hit a hanging sign hard enough to break it.

Imperial soldier.

Dead before he landed.

Max ran faster.

They burst into the lower fish market.

It had become a battlefield.

Stalls lay smashed. Barrels were overturned. Silver fish flopped across red-slick cobbles. Lanterns burned in puddles of oil. Civilians huddled beneath tables or fled through alleys while Imperial guards formed a broken ring around something in the centre of the square.

At first, Max thought it was a giant.

Then it turned.

Grey flesh.

Long limbs.

No eyes.

No nose.

No ears.

Only a mouth.

A vertical split running from the top of its skull down through its face and chest, opening and closing with wet, obscene clicks.

It stood nine feet tall.

Too tall.

Too broad.

Its arms had changed.

Not hands now.

Stakes.

Long, thick, grey spears of hardened flesh, grown from elbow to tip, each tapering to a brutal point. It moved them like lances, stabbing, sweeping, punching through shields and armour with savage precision.

A normal doppelgänger should have been man-sized.

This was not normal.

Mourne stopped at the edge of the square.

For the first time in months, Max heard real alarm in her voice.

“Elder.”

Max tightened his grip on the halberd.

“That’s bad?”

The elder doppelgänger impaled a guard through the shield and chest together, lifted him screaming, and hurled him into two others.

“Yes.”

The Imperial guards were not helpless.

That became clear immediately.

They were soldiers of the Emperor’s lands, trained and organised, and several had Innate Skills suited for violence.

A woman in red-trimmed mail raised both hands and stone erupted from the cobbles, forming jagged waist-high barriers around the creature.

The elder shattered them with one stake-arm.

A bald man with a tower shield grew translucent blue plates of light along the shield’s edge, turning it into a glowing wall. He caught one strike, slid back five feet, and held.

Another guard vanished in a blur and reappeared behind the elder, driving twin short swords into its back. The blades sank deep.

The elder’s mouth split wider.

A tendril of grey flesh whipped from its spine, wrapped around the guard’s neck, and slammed him face-first into the ground.

A young soldier shouted, and red fire burst from his spear point. He thrust into the elder’s thigh, burning grey flesh black.

The wound closed around the spear.

The elder kicked him through a fish stall.

Max’s blood heated.

Sanctified force stirred.

The demon behind the chain stirred too.

Not with words.

With hunger for violence.

No.

Not yours.

Mourne drew her clawed gauntlet back.

“Do not let it touch your head.”

Max looked at her.

“What?”

“It eats memory through flesh. Elders need less time.”

“That would have been useful earlier.”

“Now is earlier than dead.”

Then she charged.

Max went with her.

Mourne hit first.

She moved low, fast, black armour cutting through rain and market smoke. The elder turned toward her, mouth splitting open down its head with a sound like wet cloth tearing.

One stake-arm thrust at her.

She slid under it.

Her clawed gauntlet carved across its ribs, tearing grey flesh open in five black lines.

The elder did not scream.

It did not have a throat for that.

It clicked.

The wound began closing.

Max came in behind the second stake-arm.

He drove the halberd’s axe blade into the joint where the flesh had hardened.

Cold iron bit.

Grey flesh resisted like wet leather over bone.

Sharpness III pushed through.

Sunfire Edge II ignited along the blade.

White-gold flame hissed into the wound.

The elder jerked.

That got a reaction.

Its vertical mouth snapped toward him.

No eyes.

Still seeing.

Max ripped the blade free and stepped back before the stake-arm swept across where his head had been.

The wind of it kissed his visor.

He felt no fear for half a breath.

Then realised why.

Absorb Emotion had started to draw without permission.

He slammed it closed.

Pain and fear returned.

Good.

Useful.

He kept moving.

The Imperial shield-bearer with the blue light shouted, “Red Cloaks! Left flank!”

Mourne obeyed without argument.

That surprised Max for one stupid heartbeat.

Then he remembered she cared about useful command, not pride.

The stone-shaping woman slammed both hands down. More cobbles erupted, not to trap the elder this time, but to lift its right side, throwing its balance off.

Max saw the opening.

He hooked the rear spike of his halberd behind the elder’s ankle and pulled.

Iron Grip locked.

Steady Stance rooted him.

The creature’s leg slid.

Mourne leapt.

Her body changed midair. One arm lengthened, black demonic claws growing over and through the gauntlet. Her jaw split wider beneath the helmet line, fangs catching rainlight as she drove herself into the elder’s upper chest.

She tore downward.

Grey flesh opened.

The mouth clicked faster.

One stake-arm bent backward at an impossible angle and stabbed at her spine.

Max thrust.

The halberd point met the stake-arm mid-motion, knocking it aside just enough that it scraped along Mourne’s backplate instead of punching through.

The impact jarred Max’s arms.

His shoulder screamed.

He used the pain.

Not absorbed.

Used.

“Again!” Mourne snapped.

He struck again.

This time he used Condemnation Flame.

White-gold fire flared from his blood into his gauntlets, then down the halberd shaft. The cold iron head lit like dawn under storm clouds.

He cut into the hardened flesh of the left stake-arm.

The elder’s grey skin smoked.

Not demon-smoke.

Different.

But the sanctified flame still hurt it. Maybe because doppelgängers were profane. Maybe because the elder had eaten too many lives and carried too many stolen memories. Maybe because Max’s blood hated things that wore what they were not.

He did not care.

He struck again.

And again.

Fury rose.

Not blind.

Not yet.

He thought of Sel Varron’s sister.

The little girl with the wrong song.

The baker’s wife.

The wedding ring in the mud.

The half-skull scraped clean.

Faces eaten.

Lives worn.

Memories stolen and used as clothing.

The fury sharpened.

Absorb Emotion stirred, wanting to take it.

No.

This anger was useful.

He kept it.

The elder drove forward.

The shield-bearer caught it with the blue wall, teeth clenched, boots carving lines in the wet cobbles.

“Hold!” someone shouted.

The fire-spear guard reappeared from the wreckage and hurled his burning spear. It struck the elder’s shoulder and exploded in red flame.

The elder’s mouth opened wide.

Sound came out.

Not a scream.

Voices.

Dozens of them.

A child crying.

A woman begging.

A man laughing.

A dock clerk reciting berth numbers.

Pella Varron saying, “Sel?”

The sound hit the square like a psychic hook.

Several guards froze.

One dropped his sword.

Max staggered as the voices scraped inside his skull.

The demon behind his chain stirred eagerly.

Open, something almost said.

No.

Chain of Refusal tightened.

Witnessing Eye flared.

The voices separated.

Not real.

Stolen.

Fragments used as bait.

Max roared and drove Sunfire Edge into the cobbles at his feet.

White-gold light burst outward in a short, ragged ring.

The voices cut off.

The guards gasped as if surfacing from water.

Mourne looked at him for half a heartbeat.

“Good.”

The elder slammed a stake-arm into her side.

She flew across the square and hit a stone fountain hard enough to crack it.

Max’s fury became colder.

He moved.

The elder turned toward Mourne.

Max attacked its back.

Not wildly.

Fast.

Precise.

Halberd forms learned over six months and sharpened by rage.

A cut behind the knee.

A thrust into the spine.

Hook and pull.

Shift grip.

Butt strike to the lower back.

Axe blade into the shoulder seam.

Sunfire along the edge for only the moment of contact, controlled enough not to burn his own blood too hot.

The elder twisted.

Max ducked under one stake-arm, stepped inside, and drove the spear point up beneath its ribs.

No organs.

Wrong body.

But the cold iron and sanctified flame made something inside it seize.

The elder bent toward him.

Its mouth opened.

Max saw inside.

Not teeth.

Faces.

Pressed into grey flesh like memories trapped beneath skin.

Sel Varron.

The baker.

The widow.

The courier.

Others.

Too many.

The mouth tried to close around his helmet.

Max shoved his left hand into its open split.

Stupid.

Dangerous.

Necessary.

Sanctified force surged.

His palm burned white-gold against the inside of the doppelgänger’s mouth.

The elder convulsed.

Max’s blood heated.

His skin screamed.

He did not open Absorb Emotion fully.

He took only enough pain to keep from pulling back.

Enough.

Not all.

The flesh around his gauntlet burned and shrank.

The elder tried to bite down.

His cold iron gauntlet held.

Durability V held.

His hand almost did not.

Mourne returned.

She came from the side in a blur, cracked fountain water exploding behind her. Both arms had changed now, black talons extended, shoulders ridged beneath armour.

She struck the elder’s neck from behind.

No.

Not neck.

Where a neck would have been if the head were a head and not a vertical mouth.

Her claws punched through grey flesh and met Max’s burning hand inside.

For one instant, vampire-demon claws and sanctified blood burned within the same monster.

The elder spasmed.

Max ripped his hand free.

Mourne pulled outward.

The mouth split wider than it should have.

The elder staggered.

The shield-bearer shouted, “Now!”

The stone-shaper slammed both fists into the ground.

Cobbles rose around the elder’s legs, locking them in place.

The fire-spear guard, bleeding from the scalp, grabbed a fallen spear and drove red flame into the creature’s thigh.

The blue shield-bearer charged with his glowing wall and smashed into the elder’s chest.

Max and Mourne struck together.

Mourne went high.

Max went low.

Her claws tore across the upper split, ripping the head-mouth open from crown to sternum.

Max drove the halberd into the lower body and released everything he dared through the blade.

Sunfire Edge.

Condemnation Flame.

Sanctified X.

Cold iron.

Sharpness.

Six months of restraint.

Six months of anger.

Six months of not opening the door.

White-gold flame erupted from the halberd head.

The elder’s grey body caught like oil-soaked cloth.

It made no single voice now.

It made all of them.

Every stolen memory screamed at once.

Max nearly faltered.

Mourne did not.

“Finish it!”

Max pushed.

The halberd drove through.

The elder’s body split around the wound, burning from within. Grey flesh blackened, then turned pale, then ash. The stake-arms thrashed wildly. One punched through an already-dead guard. Another shattered the stone around its trapped legs.

Max held on.

Iron Grip kept him attached.

Steady Stance kept him standing.

The fire tried to crawl back up the weapon into him.

He controlled it.

Not strangled.

Not unleashed.

Controlled.

The elder collapsed inward, its stolen faces burning one by one.

For a moment, Max saw Sel Varron’s face in the flames.

Not alive.

Not saved.

But no longer worn.

Then the elder doppelgänger fell apart.

Ash and grey sludge splashed across the fish market stones.

Silence came after.

Not complete.

Never complete in a city.

But the battle-silence of people realising they were still alive.

Rain fell.

Fish flopped weakly in the gutters.

Somewhere, someone sobbed.

The shield-bearer dropped to one knee, blue light fading from his shield. The stone-shaper sat hard on the cobbles, breathing like she had run miles. The fire-spear guard leaned on his weapon and stared at the ash.

Imperial soldiers moved slowly at first.

Then faster.

Calling for healers. Checking bodies. Pulling wounded away from the remains.

Max stood with his halberd buried in the sludge, breathing hard.

His left hand smoked.

The gauntlet had partly fused around the fingers. The metal glowed faintly white at the seams.

Mourne stepped beside him.

Her armour was dented where the elder had struck her. One side of her helmet was cracked further. Black blood, grey slime, and rain streaked down her plate.

“Report,” she said.

Max stared at the ash.

“Elder dead.”

“Yes.”

“Too many guards dead.”

“Yes.”

“Sel Varron was in there.”

“Pieces of him.”

Max swallowed.

“I used fury.”

“I saw.”

“I didn’t fully open.”

“I know.”

He looked at her then.

“How?”

“You were angry. Not empty.”

That answer settled somewhere deep.

The shield-bearer approached them carefully. His face was pale, his right arm hanging oddly.

“Knight Mourne.”

Mourne turned her red visor toward him.

The man bowed slightly despite his injuries.

“Imperial Harbour Guard Captain Demos Rake. You have the city’s thanks.”

Mourne said nothing.

Max thought that was rude.

Then remembered that saying “you’re welcome” could be dangerous depending on context, and Mourne disliked gratitude anyway.

So he said nothing too.

Captain Rake looked at the remains.

“Was that the doppelgänger?”

“An elder,” Mourne said.

Rake’s jaw tightened. “There are more?”

“Perhaps.”

The captain closed his eyes briefly.

Max felt the same thought.

Of course.

Because if the elder had revealed itself in the fish market, either something had forced it out, or it had stopped hiding for a reason.

Mourne crouched beside the ash.

She touched one claw to the sludge, then lifted it near her helmet.

“What?” Max asked.

Her visor angled toward the harbour.

“This one was not running.”

Max’s stomach tightened.

“What was it doing?”

Mourne stood.

“Hunting.”

A bell rang again from the western tower.

Not alarm this time.

Signal.

Another answered from the harbour wall.

Captain Rake turned toward the sound.

His face changed.

“What does that mean?” Max asked.

Rake looked toward the docks.

“Ship lockdown.”

Mourne’s claws flexed.

Max followed her gaze.

Out beyond the rain, beyond the smashed fish market, beyond the lanterns and masts and war galleys, Harrowdeep harbour churned with movement.

Too much movement.

Mourne’s voice came low through the cracked helmet.

“The elder was a distraction.”

Max pulled his halberd free of the ash.

Fury still burned in him.

This time, he kept hold of it.

“Then we follow the distraction back to its source.”

Mourne looked at him.

For once, she did not correct the wording.

“Move.”

            

    
        The Ship of Borrowed Men

    
    
    
    
                The elder had been a distraction.

Once Mourne said it, the trail changed shape.

Before, Harrowdeep had been too loud. Too many faces. Too many ships. Too many lies moving through too many mouths. Max had felt like they were hunting smoke in a burning house.

Now the smoke had direction.

The elder doppelgänger had not broken cover because it was cornered.

It had broken cover because something else needed time.

Captain Demos Rake understood that almost as quickly as Mourne did.

Almost.

He was injured, pale, and favouring one arm, but he still moved like a man who had spent years teaching panic to stand in formation. He barked orders across the ruined fish market, sending guards to seal alleys, docks, bridges, and harbour gates.

The dead were pulled aside.

The wounded were carried away.

The ash and grey sludge of the elder steamed in the rain.

Max stood beside the remains with his halberd in hand and his left gauntlet still smoking faintly at the seams.

His fury had not faded.

Not yet.

He kept it.

Not blind.

Not swallowed.

Held.

The elder had been wearing pieces of Sel Varron and who knew how many others inside its body. It had used their voices as weapons. It had turned stolen lives into a trap.

Max did not want calm.

Calm felt wrong.

Mourne crouched near the sludge, one clawed finger dragging a thin line through it. She brought the residue close to her visor and went still.

Max knew that stillness now.

She had found something.

Captain Rake stepped beside her. “What?”

Mourne did not look up. “Salt rot. Tar. Bilge mould. Old fish oil. River clay. Human fear.”

Rake stared.

Max translated badly. “Ship?”

Mourne stood. “Yes.”

Rake looked toward the harbour. “That describes half the docks.”

“No.” Mourne pointed one claw toward the western piers. “Not docks. Hold. Closed space. Recently wet. Cargo blood. Many bodies near one another.”

Max’s stomach tightened. “A nest?”

Mourne’s red visor turned toward him.

“Likely.”

The word felt too small.

A doppelgänger was bad enough.

An elder was worse.

A nest meant more than one.

More borrowed faces.

More eaten memories.

More people who might be standing beside them wearing someone else’s grief.

Captain Rake’s face hardened.

“How many?”

Mourne looked down at the ash.

“Unknown.”

“Types?”

“Unknown.”

“Can you track them?”

“Yes.”

She started walking before Rake could ask anything else.

Max followed.

Rake shouted for a squad.

The harbour changed under alarm.

Harrowdeep’s port had been chaos before. Now it was organised fear. Imperial soldiers ran in pairs. Chains were dragged across pier entrances. Dock gates slammed shut. Sailors shouted from decks as harbour officers ordered all ships held in place until cleared. Bells rang from fog towers, each pattern meaning something Max did not understand.

No ships leaving.

No ships docking.

No small boats crossing between piers.

The harbour was being locked down.

Too late, perhaps.

But not useless.

Mourne moved through it like a hound on a bloodline. She did not stop at every ship. Did not question every sailor. She followed the scent left in the elder’s sludge, and now that she knew what she was looking for, the path seemed obvious to her.

It led west.

Past the fish piers.

Past the coal barges.

Past three Imperial war galleys where marines stood with spears ready.

Past a line of merchant vessels with sails furled and crew gathered nervously on deck.

The scent ended at Pier Seventeen.

A broad cargo ship sat moored there, black-hulled, with patched sails tied tight to three masts. Its name had been painted in white along the side.

The Mercy of Dawn.

Max stared at the name.

“That feels deliberate.”

“Likely,” Mourne said.

Captain Rake caught up with eight guards behind him. Two wore heavy armour. One was the stone-shaper from the fish market, her face grey with exhaustion but hands steady. The blue shield-bearer was absent, probably wounded too badly to continue. The fire-spear guard was present, head bandaged, spear replaced by a short Imperial blade with a red gem set into the hilt.

Rake looked at the ship.

“Mercy of Dawn. Grain hauler. Arrived two days ago from Turnbridge line. Scheduled to sail east at second tide.”

“Crew?” Mourne asked.

“Twenty-three listed.”

“Passengers?”

“Six.”

Max looked at the dark portholes.

“Listed.”

Rake’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

Mourne stood at the foot of the gangplank.

The ship was quiet.

Too quiet.

A vessel that size should have creaked, groaned, muttered, breathed. Sailors should have cursed. Ropes should have moved. Someone should have been angry about the lockdown.

Nothing.

Only rain tapping on deck planks.

Max’s Profane Sense II prickled.

Not sharply.

Dully.

Like a smell trapped under wet cloth.

“There is something wrong inside,” he said.

Rake glanced at him but did not ask how he knew.

Good.

Mourne said, “Doppelgänger nest likely aboard. Possible multiple identities compromised. Possible survivors. Possible no survivors. Do not trust voices. Do not trust names. Do not let anything touch your head, neck, or mouth.”

One guard swallowed.

Mourne continued, “If someone begs using a familiar voice, strike anyway until confirmed.”

The fire-spear guard muttered, “Gods.”

Mourne looked at him. “Gods are poor armour in a ship’s hold.”

Captain Rake lifted his sword.

“Formation. Two groups. Red Cloak leads entry. We clear deck first, then below.”

Mourne said, “No.”

Rake stiffened. “No?”

“Deck is bait.”

“How do you know?”

“No watch. No movement. No blood smell above. They want searchers to gather on deck.”

Rake looked at the ship again.

His face said he hated that she was probably right.

“What then?”

“Two enter. Quiet. Confirm below. Then call force.”

Max looked at her.

“Mourne.”

“You and I.”

Of course.

Rake objected. “I will not send two people alone into a suspected nest.”

“You will not send ten into a throat before knowing its teeth.”

Max almost smiled despite everything.

Rake did not.

Mourne pointed toward two guards. “Hold gangplank. No one leaves. If I call, enter. If he calls, enter. If something wearing either of us calls, wait for the second signal.”

Rake looked at Max.

“What is the second signal?”

Max had no idea.

Mourne answered. “He will set the ship on fire.”

Max stared at her.

“That is our signal?”

“It is distinctive.”

Rake looked between them, then made a sound that was almost a laugh and almost despair.

“Fine. But I follow within two minutes if there is no signal.”

“One minute,” Mourne said.

“Agreed.”

That surprised Max.

Mourne climbed the gangplank.

Max followed.

The deck of The Mercy of Dawn was slick with rain and empty of crew. Barrels were lashed near the mainmast. Coils of rope lay too neatly arranged. A lantern swung in the wind despite having no flame. The ship smelled of wet wood, salt, tar, grain, and something underneath that made Max’s teeth ache.

Mourne crouched near the hatch leading below.

She touched one claw to the edge.

Then lifted it.

A thin string of grey slime stretched between claw and wood.

“Fresh,” she said.

Max shifted his halberd.

The weapon suddenly felt very long.

The hatch opened onto a narrow stairway.

Too narrow.

Max looked at the halberd.

Then at the stair.

Then at Mourne.

She looked at him.

“No sweeping cuts.”

“I noticed.”

“Thrusts only. Short grip. If needed, abandon it.”

Max’s hand tightened.

Abandoning the halberd felt wrong.

It had been with him since Blackhold, though this version was colder, stronger, better made. Six months of combat had turned it into a language he understood.

Mourne saw his reluctance.

“A weapon that does not fit the room is decoration.”

“I know.”

“Knowing later is dying now.”

He shortened his grip.

They descended.

The ship swallowed sound differently than tunnels did. Wood creaked around them. Water slapped the hull. Somewhere below, cargo shifted with a low groan. The air grew warmer and worse with every step.

The first passage was barely wide enough for Max’s shoulders in armour.

His halberd head scraped the wall.

Too loud.

He winced.

Mourne turned her helmet just enough to judge him silently.

He adjusted.

Short grip. Spear point forward. Rear spike close. Axe blade useless unless something gave him room.

The passage branched near the crew quarters.

Mourne pointed left.

Max followed.

They found the first body in a hammock.

A sailor.

Or what had been left of one.

The skin was mostly there. The skull was not. The top had been opened, emptied, then folded back badly, like someone imitating repair without understanding what repair was for.

Max swallowed hard.

Mourne barely paused.

“Eaten two days ago.”

“Doppelgänger?”

“Yes.”

“How many would that feed?”

“Depends on age.”

A sound came from the next room.

A soft sob.

Max froze.

Mourne lifted one hand.

Wait.

The sob came again.

“Help,” a woman whispered. “Please.”

Max’s grip tightened.

Mourne did not move.

The voice trembled from behind a half-open cabin door.

“Please. It’s gone. Please.”

Max leaned close enough to see through the gap.

A young woman crouched beneath a table, hands tied, face streaked with tears. Sailor’s shirt. Dark hair. Blood on one cheek.

His chest tightened.

Mourne held up two fingers.

Question.

Max studied her.

No obvious wrongness.

No profane sense flare.

But fear could be copied.

Tears could be copied.

“Name?” Mourne asked.

The woman looked toward the door.

“M-Marin. Marin Tells. Cook’s assistant.”

Mourne said, “Who is captain?”

“Captain Orso.”

“Wrong,” Mourne said.

The woman blinked.

Then smiled.

Her face split vertically.

Max thrust.

No hesitation.

The halberd point punched through the cabin door and into the thing’s chest as it lunged. Grey flesh burst through the stolen face, human skin tearing like wet paper. Its mouth opened from forehead to sternum, full of flat grinding teeth.

Max drove Sunfire Edge along the spear point.

White-gold flame burned through grey flesh.

The doppelgänger thrashed, pinned partly under the table.

The passage was too narrow to finish it cleanly.

Mourne did.

She slipped past Max like a blade through cloth, clawed gauntlet punching into the cabin. One swipe opened the creature from crown to belly.

It collapsed into twitching grey meat and stolen skin.

Max pulled the halberd free.

The blade scraped against the opposite wall.

Too long.

Too clumsy.

Mourne looked at him.

“Later.”

They moved on.

The next doppelgänger wore the Captain.

Or part of him.

It came from the ceiling.

Max only saw it because Witnessing Eye III caught the wrongness of a shadow stretching against the lantern light. He ducked as grey limbs unfolded from the rafters above the cargo hold ladder.

The creature dropped onto his back.

Its hands reached for his helmet.

Do not let it touch your head.

Max slammed backward into the wall.

The doppelgänger hiss-clicked, mouth opening through the captain’s bearded face. One hand clawed at his visor. The other tried to pry the helmet away.

His halberd was useless.

Too long.

Too far forward.

Max released it.

The weapon clattered against the passage floor.

Wrong.

Necessary.

He grabbed the creature’s arm with both hands.

Iron Grip locked.

Condemnation Flame flared across his palms.

Grey flesh smoked.

The doppelgänger shrieked with three voices at once.

Max tore it off his back and hurled it into the low ceiling hard enough to crack beams. It bounced down into the passage, limbs twisting.

Mourne drove her clawed gauntlet through its head-mouth and pinned it to the wall.

It died clicking.

Max breathed hard.

He looked at the halberd on the floor.

Mourne followed his gaze.

“Pick it up.”

He did.

But now he knew.

The ship was not his ground.

The halberd was not always his answer.

They reached the cargo hold after killing two more in the passage.

One had hidden inside a barrel, boneless until it unfolded with a wet snap.

The other wore a child.

That one almost worked.

It sat in the corner near the hold stairs, crying into its knees.

Max stopped.

Mourne did not.

She threw a knife into its head from ten paces away.

The child-shape burst open into grey flesh and a vertical mouth.

Max stared at the twitching body.

Mourne said, “Children do not breathe through the back of their skulls.”

Max looked closer.

She was right.

He wished she had not been.

The cargo hold was larger, but worse.

Crates of grain lined the walls. Barrels were stacked near the stern. Hanging lanterns swung from hooks, painting everything in yellow motion. The floor was slick with water, blood, and grey slime. Nets hung from beams overhead.

Bodies lay in a pile near the centre.

Crew.

Passengers.

Dockworkers.

Some whole.

Some opened.

Some only skins.

Max’s fury came back all at once.

The nest was there.

Five doppelgängers crouched among the bodies.

Two small and thin.

Two man-sized.

One larger than the others, though not elder-large. Its face had not settled into any borrowed shape. It was grey and eyeless, head split vertically to the collarbone.

Around them, hanging from hooks and rope, were skins.

Faces.

Clothes.

Wigs.

Hands.

Memories turned into costumes.

One doppelgänger was wearing half of Sel Varron.

Max saw the dock clerk’s moustache hanging wrong across grey skin.

His sanctified blood heated.

The demon inside him stirred toward fury.

No.

The chain tightened.

Mourne stepped into the hold.

“Now,” she called.

Above them, Captain Rake heard.

Imperial boots thundered on deck.

The doppelgängers attacked.

The large one moved first, springing across the hold with arms lengthening into hooked blades.

Mourne met it head-on.

The impact drove her back a step.

Only one.

Her body changed beneath armour, shoulders shifting, clawed gauntlet extending into black talons. She tore into it, but it flowed around the wounds, grey flesh knitting badly but quickly.

Max tried to bring the halberd around.

A crate blocked the sweep.

He shifted to a thrust.

A barrel knocked the shaft wide.

One of the thin doppelgängers slipped under the blade and came at his legs.

Too close.

Max shortened his grip, jabbed downward, missed, and barely got his knee up before it struck. The creature’s mouth opened across its chest, trying to latch onto his thigh.

He dropped the halberd again.

This time he did not hesitate.

He drew one of the old holy stakes from his belt and drove it into the thing’s split mouth.

The symbol carved into the wood flared.

Not enough to kill.

Enough to make it recoil.

Max grabbed it by the skull with his left hand.

Condemnation Flame.

White-gold fire burned through his palm.

The doppelgänger writhed.

It tried to copy his face.

For one horrifying second, grey flesh pulled itself into the rough shape of Max’s features.

His eyes.

His mouth.

You, it mouthed without voice.

Max smashed its head into the floor.

Again.

Again.

Again.

The fury was back.

Hot.

Sharp.

Useful.

He did not absorb it.

He drove Sanctified force into his palm until the thing’s skull caved and grey flesh burned to black sludge beneath his gauntlet.

Imperial guards poured down the stairs.

Captain Rake first, sword drawn despite his injured arm. Behind him came the stone-shaper, the fire-blade guard, and four others with spears shortened for ship fighting.

Good.

They knew the environment better than he did.

The stone-shaper slammed both hands against the hold floor. The ship groaned as planks warped upward around one doppelgänger’s legs, trapping it ankle-deep in hardened wood.

A guard with an Innate Skill Max had not seen before exhaled silver mist across his spear. When he thrust, the mist hardened into a spike of ice that punched through a doppelgänger’s torso and pinned it to a crate.

The fire-spear guard carved red flame across the trapped creature’s neck.

It did not die.

Mourne shouted, “Head split! Burn the inside!”

Max moved toward his halberd.

Another doppelgänger intercepted him wearing the face of a guard who had died in the fish market.

“Help me,” it said.

Max hit it with a barrel.

Not elegant.

The barrel broke across its head, spilling pickled fish and brine. The creature staggered, clicking in confusion.

Max seized a broken stave and drove the jagged end into its vertical mouth.

Then he kicked it backward into Rake’s path.

Rake did not hesitate.

His sword flashed.

The blade hummed blue-white for a heartbeat, and the doppelgänger’s head split wider than it should have. Fire-spear finished it with a thrust into the open seam.

Max retrieved the halberd.

The larger doppelgänger fighting Mourne slammed her into the cargo racks. Crates burst. Grain spilled across the floor like pale sand. Mourne’s claws tore one of its arms off, but the limb kept moving, crawling across the floor toward Max’s boot.

He pinned it with the halberd point.

Sunfire Edge flared.

The limb burned.

The large doppelgänger screamed with three stolen voices.

Mourne used the opening.

Her clawed gauntlet punched into its mouth-split and hooked outward. With her other hand, she drove black demonic talons through its torso and ripped in the opposite direction.

The creature came apart from skull to belly.

Still not dead.

The two halves thrashed independently, grey flesh trying to pull together with ropey strands.

Max thrust the halberd between them and unleashed controlled flame.

Not too much.

Too much would burn him from inside.

Enough.

White-gold fire spread across the strands.

The healing failed.

Mourne kicked one half toward the Imperial guards.

“Burn.”

They did.

The hold became heat, smoke, screams, and cramped violence.

The halberd was too long every time Max forgot where he was.

He hit beams.

Crates.

Ropes.

Once, he nearly struck an Imperial guard because he tried to pivot into a cut that would have been perfect in a yard and idiotic in a hold.

The guard ducked by luck.

Mourne saw.

“Short!”

Max snarled and choked his grip near the head, using the halberd like a spear-axe dagger, ugly and close. The rear of the shaft became dead weight. The hook caught on rigging. He abandoned every pretty form Cael had taught and fought like a butcher in a cupboard.

Jab.

Twist.

Kick.

Butt-end into knee.

Blade into mouth.

Fire only at contact.

Never wide.

Never wild.

He hated it.

He survived it.

The final doppelgänger tried to flee upward through the hatch.

It wore Sel Varron’s full face now.

Or tried to.

The moustache was wrong.

Max followed.

It climbed faster than a human, limbs bending backward as it scrambled up the ladder. Max could not use the halberd. He thrust it upward and jammed the creature’s leg against the hatch frame.

“Rake!”

The captain understood.

His sword flew from his hand.

Not thrown.

Commanded.

It spun upward in a flash of blue-white force and pierced the doppelgänger through the open mouth.

The creature fell backward.

Max stepped aside.

It hit the hold floor with a wet crack.

Mourne landed on it a heartbeat later, claws first.

That ended the nest.

Mostly.

They checked twice.

Then a third time.

Mourne made them cut open every corpse’s skull.

Rake objected until Mourne pointed to the doppelgänger that had worn a child.

After that, no one objected.

They found three survivors in a hidden cargo locker.

Two sailors and a boy no older than twelve.

All gagged.

All shaking.

All with salt marks drawn across their foreheads in someone else’s blood.

Mourne checked them one at a time.

She asked questions only the real people should know.

The sailors answered badly but humanly.

The boy vomited when she asked his name.

That, apparently, satisfied her more than a perfect answer would have.

“Living,” she said.

Rake sent them above.

The hold stank of burned grey flesh, blood, grain, smoke, and the sour rot of stolen bodies.

Max leaned against a support beam, breathing hard.

His left arm shook.

His halberd rested awkwardly in his grip.

Too long.

Too slow.

Too familiar to be useless, but not enough to be safe everywhere.

Mourne stood amid the dead doppelgängers, black armour streaked grey, one shoulder dented, clawed gauntlet dripping. Her helmet turned slowly around the hold.

“Five,” Max said.

“Six with the one above.”

“Seven counting the elder.”

“Likely more before.”

Rake’s face was grim. “A nest in my harbour.”

“Yes,” Mourne said.

“How did they get through?”

Mourne looked at the bodies. “By wearing people you trusted.”

Rake flinched.

Not because it was cruel.

Because it was accurate.

The captain looked at Max. “You fought well.”

Max stared at his halberd.

“I fought badly.”

Rake frowned.

Mourne said, “Both are true.”

Max looked at her.

She pointed one claw at the weapon.

“You are overdependent on that.”

“I know.”

“You knew before and disliked the fact. Now you understand it.”

Max looked around the hold.

At the beams too low for wide cuts.

At the narrow passages.

At the place where he had dropped the halberd twice.

At the burned thing that had almost worn his face.

“I need something shorter.”

“Yes.”

“Axes?”

“Perhaps.”

“Dagger?”

“Yes.”

“Something cold iron?”

“Yes.”

“Silver?”

“Yes.”

“Holy?”

Mourne’s visor rested on him.

“You now bleed holy.”

“That is not equipment.”

“It is also not reliable enough to replace equipment.”

He almost smiled.

Almost.

Mourne looked toward the dead doppelgängers.

“And we need more gear for you to absorb.”

Max’s chest tightened.

Absorption stirred.

Hungry.

Interested.

The demon behind the chain stirred too.

Max’s hand went to his sternum.

Mourne noticed.

“We choose carefully,” she said.

“Do we?”

“Yes.”

“I absorbed a corrupted holy sword and now there is a demon in me.”

“An argument for better shopping.”

Captain Rake stared at them as if deciding whether Red Cloaks were a military order or a travelling disaster.

Max was not sure either.

The ship creaked around them.

Above, the harbour bells continued to ring, but softer now.

Controlled.

The fight was done.

The nest was burned.

For now.

Mourne stepped closer.

“You adapted,” she said.

“Barely.”

“Barely keeps you alive.”

That was praise.

Almost.

Max looked down at the halberd.

Then at the cramped hold.

Then at his empty belt where a better dagger should have been.

“What kind of gear?”

Mourne’s cracked red visor caught the lanternlight.

“Short blades. Close-work tools. Something for armour gaps. Something for being swallowed. Something for rooms that hate polearms.”

“That sounds like a miserable list.”

“It is a practical one.”

Rake cleared his throat.

“The Imperial armoury may be able to provide temporary weapons.”

Mourne turned toward him.

“Not temporary.”

The captain hesitated.

Then looked at the burned doppelgänger bodies.

“At cost?”

“At necessity,” Mourne said.

Max almost felt sorry for him.

Almost.

Rake sighed.

“I will speak to harbour command.”

“Good.”

The word made the captain straighten instinctively, which Max found extremely funny for half a second before exhaustion crushed the humour out of him.

Mourne started toward the ladder.

Max followed, halberd scraping once against a beam.

He stopped.

Closed his eyes.

Shifted the weapon.

Shorter grip.

Careful angle.

He climbed without scraping again.

Above deck, rain washed the blood toward the scuppers. Imperial guards stood watch along the rails. The city beyond the pier glowed with alarm lanterns and stormlight.

Harrowdeep had survived the nest.

But somewhere in the harbour records, in the stolen faces, in the elder’s distraction and the ship’s timing, there was still a thread.

Someone had brought the doppelgängers here.

Or used them.

Or been used by them.

Old-fashioned hunting was not finished.

Max stepped onto the deck beside Mourne and looked out over the dark water.

His fury had cooled.

Not vanished.

Cooled into purpose.

Mourne stood beside him.

“We ask questions again?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Follow clues?”

“Yes.”

“Find who lied, who paid, who carried what from where?”

“Yes.”

Max looked at the ship’s black mast, then down into the hold where the nest had died.

“And if the clue leads to another ship?”

Mourne’s helmet turned toward him.

“Then you will have better equipment.”

Max nodded.

For once, that sounded almost comforting.

            

    
        Poor Fit

    
    
    
    
                Harrowdeep sold weapons everywhere.

That was the first problem.

Max had thought more weapons meant better chances.

It did not.

The port city had weapon stalls in the dock markets, armourers in the military quarter, knife sellers near the fish steps, relic brokers behind locked doors, blacksmiths near the coal yards, and three separate shops that claimed to provide “authentic monster-hunting solutions” while displaying silver-plated kitchen knives and charms made from chicken bones.

Mourne disliked all of them.

She disliked them quietly at first.

Then less quietly.

By the fourth shop, Max had learned the difference between Mourne unimpressed and Mourne offended. Unimpressed was silence. Offended was education.

“This is not cold iron,” she said.

The shopkeeper, a broad man with oiled hair and a smile that had probably survived several deserved punches, spread his hands. “Finest monster-grade iron in Harrowdeep.”

Mourne held up the short sword he had offered.

It looked impressive enough to Max. Dark blade. Leather-wrapped grip. Little silver studs along the guard. It had weight. Balance. A faint magical hum.

Mourne turned the blade once under the lanternlight.

“Dyed steel with cold iron filings worked into the surface.”

The shopkeeper’s smile twitched.

Max leaned closer. “That works?”

“No.”

Mourne placed the sword on the counter.

The shopkeeper cleared his throat. “It works against lesser fae irritations, some restless dead, certain goblin-blooded—”

“It irritates monsters before breaking in their ribs.”

“That is a harsh assessment.”

“It is a kind one.”

Max set down the dagger he had been holding.

The shopkeeper looked at him as if betrayed.

Mourne had brought him shopping with a purpose. After the doppelgänger nest aboard The Mercy of Dawn, the gaps in Max’s equipment had become impossible to ignore. His halberd was excellent in fields, roads, courtyards, forests, and any place where reach mattered.

It was not excellent in ship passages, cellars, crawl tunnels, crowded rooms, wagons, stairwells, or anywhere the ceiling had opinions.

Mourne wanted short weapons.

Cold iron if possible.

Silver if practical.

Holy if trustworthy.

Relic-grade if they found anything worth absorbing.

So far, Harrowdeep had provided none of those things.

It had provided expensive disappointment.

They left the false cold iron shop with the owner muttering about Red Cloaks ruining honest trade.

Max looked at Mourne as they stepped into the street.

“Was any of it useful?”

“No.”

“Not even the dagger?”

“It would cut bread.”

“That’s useful.”

“Against bread.”

Harrowdeep’s military quarter spread along the inner wall, all stone barracks, armouries, training yards, and Imperial order. Red-and-black banners snapped overhead. Soldiers marched in disciplined lines. Smiths worked under guard. Quartermasters recorded every nail, plate, strap, arrowhead, and blade as if the Emperor himself might count them later.

Captain Rake had given them a writ for access after the doppelgänger nest.

The writ opened doors.

It did not improve what sat behind them.

The Imperial armoury was better than the dock markets.

That was not the same as good.

Max handled three short swords, two axes, a punching dagger, a reinforced rondel, a heavy cleaver made for boarding actions, and a set of cold iron knuckle plates that immediately made his Absorption lean forward with interest.

Mourne rejected most of them.

The armoury officer, a lean woman with iron-grey hair and a permanent squint, grew more irritated with each rejection.

“That boarding cleaver has served against pirates, reef-ghouls, and two confirmed sea-wights.”

Mourne inspected the edge.

“It is heavy.”

“It is a cleaver.”

“It is badly balanced.”

“It is a cleaver.”

“It is not cold iron.”

“It is Imperial war steel.”

“That is a patriotic way of saying no.”

The officer’s jaw tightened.

Max pretended to inspect a spear rack.

The cold iron knuckle plates were the first thing Mourne did not immediately dismiss. She placed them on the counter and turned them with one claw.

“Effect?”

The officer folded her arms. “Grip reinforcement. Minor impact hardening. Some resistance to corrosion and flesh-acid. Taken from a smuggler off the northern route.”

Max felt them from three paces away.

Not powerful.

But clean.

Practical.

A pair of brutal little tools meant for close fighting, fitted over the backs of gauntlets or bare fists. Their enchantment was simple and stubborn, like a fist refusing to open.

Mourne looked at Max.

“Feel?”

“Useful,” he said.

“Hungry?”

“Yes.”

“Too hungry?”

He focused.

Absorption stirred, but not violently. The demon behind the chain did not react. Sanctified force remained quiet.

“No.”

Mourne nodded once.

“We take these.”

The officer looked at the writ. “Temporary issue.”

Mourne looked at her.

The officer looked back.

A long silence followed.

Max watched a junior soldier in the corner suddenly decide to polish the same helmet three times.

Captain Rake arrived before the silence became a war crime.

He looked tired. The bandage around his arm had been replaced with a proper brace. His expression suggested he had spent the morning explaining to superiors why a doppelgänger nest had operated under their harbour.

“Problem?” he asked.

The armoury officer pointed at Mourne.

“She wants permanent transfer of restricted gear.”

Mourne said, “Need.”

“Wants,” the officer repeated.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet clicked once against the counter.

Rake closed his eyes briefly.

“The Red Order assisted in purging a nest from an Imperial harbour vessel,” he said.

The officer’s face soured.

“That does not mean they can walk out with armoury stock.”

“No,” Rake agreed. “It means they can walk out with appropriate field compensation under emergency monster-response authority.”

The officer stared at him.

“Harbour command approved this?”

“I am currently harbour command’s least favourite mouth.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the one I have.”

Max liked Rake more each time he looked exhausted.

In the end, they left with the cold iron knuckle plates, a silver-edged rondel dagger, and a compact boarding axe with a reinforced head and no magic at all.

Mourne did not look satisfied.

Max tried to be positive.

“The knuckle plates are decent.”

“Yes.”

“The dagger is silver.”

“Barely.”

“The axe seems solid.”

“For chopping rope.”

“Or people.”

“If they are polite enough to stand where it can reach.”

He sighed. “You hate all of it.”

“I hate most of it.”

“That’s better?”

“No.”

They spent the afternoon visiting private brokers.

That was worse.

The first broker tried to sell them a “saint-blessed vampire stake” that Mourne identified as pine dipped in cheap perfume.

The second offered a pair of shadow-cutting knives for a price high enough that Max assumed they must be extraordinary. Mourne held one, sniffed once, and asked why the broker was selling theatre props as relics. The broker asked them to leave.

The third had genuine relics.

None suitable.

A brass ring that made the wearer more persuasive but gradually turned their teeth into gold.

A cloak that blurred the wearer in fog but attracted drowned spirits.

A dagger that returned to its sheath after being thrown, whether or not the sheath was still attached to the owner.

Max thought that last one sounded useful.

Mourne looked at him.

“The blade returns point-first.”

“Oh.”

“Yes.”

The fourth broker had nothing worth showing and four hidden guards behind a curtain.

Mourne told him the man on the left was breathing too loudly, the one on the right had poor discipline, the one behind the cabinet had a crossbow string in need of oil, and the one above them would die first if he dropped through the ceiling.

They left without buying anything.

By evening, Max had begun to understand Imperial gear.

It was not bad.

That was almost the problem.

Imperial gear was practical, standardised, disciplined, and aggressively controlled. Everything useful flowed toward the army. Good armour went to officers. Better weapons went to elite companies. Powerful relics were catalogued, seized, issued, sealed, or disappeared into Imperial vaults. What remained in the markets was either weak, illegal, fake, broken, cursed in inconvenient ways, or priced for desperate fools.

Mourne said this aloud as they walked back toward the stable.

“The Emperor’s armies scoop up anything powerful before markets can breathe on it.”

Max looked toward a patrol marching past, shields polished, spearheads bright.

“All of it?”

“Most.”

“What about smugglers?”

“Smugglers sell what the army missed, rejected, or wants traced.”

“So if we want good gear…”

“We return to the city-states.”

Max looked back at Harrowdeep’s military walls.

He had expected an Imperial port city to feel rich with opportunity. Instead, it felt locked. Every good thing had already been claimed by someone with a seal, rank, or army behind them.

He felt underwhelmed.

Then felt foolish for feeling underwhelmed in a city where they had killed a doppelgänger nest the night before.

“Velm?” he asked.

Mourne did not answer immediately.

That meant yes.

Probably.

“The Underchain?” he continued.

“Yes.”

“And the smith with the nail through the eye?”

“Likely.”

Max touched the strap where the new silver-edged rondel sat.

It was not enough.

He knew that now.

Mourne knew it too.

They left Harrowdeep the next morning.

Captain Rake met them at the western gate with a small escort and a face that said he had slept badly, if at all.

“The harbour remains locked for another day,” he said. “We found two more bodies in the bilge of another ship, but no doppelgänger signs.”

Mourne nodded. “Check the mouths.”

Rake’s expression did not change.

“We are checking everything.”

“Good.”

The captain looked at Max. “You heading west?”

“Eventually,” Mourne said.

“Eventually,” Rake repeated.

“That is the safest answer.”

“I am learning that from Red Cloaks.”

“Then stop before it harms you.”

Rake smiled despite himself.

He handed Max a small wrapped bundle.

Max took it carefully.

Inside were three cold iron nails, each etched with a tiny Imperial crown-and-sword.

“For thresholds,” Rake said. “Not fine gear. But real.”

Max looked at them.

They were simple.

Practical.

Not powerful enough to tempt Absorption, but useful.

“Thank you.”

Rake nodded.

Mourne watched the exchange and said nothing.

That meant she did not disapprove.

Probably.

They rode out under a pale sky.

The Emperor’s lands stretched before them in disciplined roads, taxed villages, watchtowers, and fields cut into strict lines. Harrowdeep faded behind them, its masts becoming black needles against the sea.

Max expected to feel relieved.

Instead, he felt unfinished.

The elder had been a distraction.

The nest had been on the ship.

But why that ship?

Why Harrowdeep?

Why Sel Varron?

Why a nest so close to Imperial harbour command?

Someone had moved pieces.

Someone still was.

Mourne did not chase immediately.

She asked questions in villages. Stopped at watch posts. Paid informants. Threatened one toll clerk. Listened to rumours. Followed small clues that bent west, then north, then west again.

Old-fashioned hunting.

Max disliked how often it looked like being lost.

By the fourth day out of Harrowdeep, the road became rougher. The Imperial stone gave way to older track along a stretch of wooded hills. A supply bridge had collapsed months earlier, forcing travellers through a narrow valley where bare trees leaned close to the road.

Mourne slowed before the valley mouth.

Max noticed.

Six months ago, he would not have.

Now he saw the wrongness.

No birds.

Fresh wheel ruts but no recent travellers visible.

Branches cut high, not low, suggesting men had cleared space above the road.

A broken arrow shaft half-hidden under leaves.

“Bandits,” Max said.

Mourne’s helmet turned slightly.

“Likely.”

“Trap?”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

“Guess.”

He listened.

Wind.

Harness creak.

Grief’s quiet breathing.

His brown horse shifting under him.

A faint scrape from the left slope.

Another from the right.

“Eight?” he said.

Mourne said, “Twelve.”

Max grimaced.

“Better than my first guess would have been.”

“Your first guess once would have been trees.”

Fair.

They rode into the valley anyway.

Bandits liked confidence until it became confusing.

The first arrow came from the left.

Max leaned aside before it reached him.

Clear Vision caught the flicker.

The arrow glanced off his pauldron and spun away.

Another struck Mourne’s breastplate and snapped.

She did not move.

The road ahead filled with men.

Six dropped from behind a fallen log. Four more stepped from the trees with bows. Two came down the slope behind them, cutting off retreat.

Twelve.

Mourne was irritatingly accurate.

Their leader wore a patched mail shirt and a helmet too good for him. He carried a curved sword and had the tired look of a man who had committed to a bad idea before seeing Grief properly.

“Road toll,” he called.

Mourne looked at him.

The bandit leader looked at Mourne.

Then at the skulls.

Then at Max’s cold iron armour and halberd.

Then at Grief, whose pale eyes had begun to glow faintly.

The man swallowed.

One of the younger bandits whispered, “That’s a Red Cloak.”

The leader’s jaw tightened.

Max almost felt sorry for him.

Almost.

“Already started,” Mourne said quietly.

“What?” Max asked.

“If they retreat now, let two live.”

The leader raised his sword.

“Take them!”

Mourne sighed.

Grief charged first.

The nightmare hit the front line like a bad dream made horse-shaped. One bandit tried to thrust a spear. Grief bit the spearhead off. Then the hand holding it. The man screamed and went down beneath black hooves.

Mourne drew no weapon.

She simply leaned from the saddle as Grief passed the leader and took him by the throat with her clawed gauntlet. A twist. A crack. The leader fell boneless into the mud.

Max dismounted into the first attacker on his side.

The halberd moved easily in the open road.

Too easily.

After the ship, the space felt luxurious.

He caught one axe on the shaft, hooked the attacker’s knee, and brought the man down. Butt-end to the temple. Not dead. Probably.

A second bandit came in with a spear.

Max slid inside the reach, slammed the haft aside, and drove the halberd’s rear spike through the man’s foot, pinning him to the road.

He screamed.

Max punched him with the new cold iron knuckle plates.

The impact cracked teeth.

Useful.

Another arrow struck Max’s chest and bounced from the breastplate.

He turned toward the archer.

The archer dropped the bow.

Smart.

Not smart enough to run before Mourne saw him.

She did not kill that one.

She broke his wrist and threw him into a tree.

The fight should not have lasted long.

It did not.

The bandits were starving men, deserters, and criminals with cheap weapons. Mourne and Max had spent six months fighting goblins, werewolves, rogue vampires, Arachne, doppelgängers, cursed things, and whatever the road was foolish enough to produce.

The difference was cruel.

Max did not use Sunfire.

Did not use Condemnation Flame.

Did not need Absorb Emotion.

He used the halberd, footwork, armour, and the simple fact that most people had never fought someone trained by the Red Order and corrected by Mourne.

A bandit swung a rusted sword at his head.

Max ducked.

Too slow.

Not because he lacked speed.

Because his right pauldron caught against the upper edge of his breastplate.

Only for a fraction.

Enough.

The sword skipped off his helmet, slid down, and found the gap beneath the pauldron where the armour no longer sat properly.

Steel cut deep into the side of his upper arm.

Pain flared hot.

Max hissed.

The bandit’s eyes widened as if surprised success had chosen him.

Max drove the butt of the halberd into his stomach, folded him, then brought the shaft up under his jaw. The man dropped.

Max stepped back.

Blood ran down his arm beneath the armour.

Not a killing wound.

Not even close.

But it burned with humiliation.

Mourne finished the last standing bandit by kicking his knee backward and letting him fall face-first into the road.

Then the valley was quiet except for groans.

Two bandits had fled at the start of the rout.

Mourne let them.

That meant she had already decided they were the two.

Max looked down at his arm.

Blood dripped from under the pauldron, red and faintly white-gold where sanctified force reacted to air.

Mourne saw.

She crossed the road immediately.

“Report.”

“Cut.”

“I see that.”

“Lucky strike.”

“No.”

Max frowned. “He was terrible.”

“Yes.”

“Then lucky.”

Mourne stepped closer and gripped the edge of his pauldron.

He winced before she even moved it.

She looked at the fit.

Then at his shoulder.

Then at his chest.

Then down the line of the breastplate, straps, gaps, shifted weight, and the way the old adjustable plates no longer aligned with his body.

Max waited.

Mourne said nothing.

That was worse than criticism.

“What?” he asked.

Her helmet remained fixed on the armour.

“You have grown.”

Max blinked.

“What?”

“In height. Shoulder breadth. Chest. Arm. The armour no longer sits correctly.”

He looked down at himself.

The cold iron full plate had always been heavy, but over the months it had become familiar. He had adjusted straps, tightened buckles, loosened others, replaced padding twice. He had thought discomfort was part of wearing plate.

Mourne lifted the pauldron slightly.

The gap beneath widened.

A perfect line into flesh.

“That should not exist.”

Max stared at it.

The wound suddenly felt worse.

“Oh.”

“Yes. Oh.”

He expected the next words to be sharp.

They were not.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet lowered.

“I should have noticed earlier.”

Max looked at her.

“What?”

“I watched your footwork, your blood control, your halberd grip, your possession signs, your emotional restraint, and the way your sanctified force reacted under strain.” Her voice through the helmet was quieter than usual. “I did not properly check whether your armour still fit.”

Max did not know what to do with that.

An apology from Mourne was not shaped like other people’s apologies.

It was not soft.

It did not ask forgiveness.

It named failure like a wound and waited for correction.

“It’s not that bad,” Max said.

“It allowed a poor swordsman to cut you.”

“I moved badly.”

“Because the pauldron caught.”

“I should have noticed too.”

“Yes.”

That was more familiar.

Mourne took bandages from her saddlebag and began treating the cut with brisk efficiency. She cleaned it, pressed cloth against it, and wrapped the arm tight enough that Max’s fingers tingled.

His blood did not ignite.

Control.

Small victory.

The bandit pinned by the foot groaned nearby.

Mourne glanced at him.

“Quiet.”

He became quieter.

Max looked at the bodies.

“Are we killing the rest?”

“Those who attacked after understanding what we were, yes. Those too injured to run, if guilty beyond desperation.”

“How do you tell?”

“Questions.”

Old-fashioned hunting again.

They questioned the survivors.

It turned out the bandits had been deserters from a supply levy, joined by road thieves who had taken the valley after the bridge collapsed. They had robbed travellers, beaten one merchant nearly to death, killed two pilgrims, and sold a farmer’s daughter to someone heading west.

Mourne killed three after that.

Cleanly.

No drama.

No speech.

The archer with the broken wrist was spared because he had joined two days ago and had not yet done worse than theft. Mourne cut his belt, took his boots, gave him one bandage, and told him to walk east until he found a magistrate or died badly.

Max watched him limp away barefoot.

“Merciful?” he asked.

“Educational.”

“For him?”

“For you.”

Of course.

They burned the bandits’ camp and found enough stolen coin to return to the next village through the local watch. Mourne took none of it except a whetstone, two good blankets, and a small silver charm that had belonged to one of the dead pilgrims.

“For family?” Max asked.

“If found.”

“And if not?”

“Then for a grave.”

The valley smelled of smoke by the time they rode out.

Max’s arm throbbed.

His pride hurt more.

He kept flexing his shoulder, feeling the pauldron catch now that he knew to notice it. It was obvious. Horribly obvious. The breastplate sat too high when he turned. The right strap pulled wrong. The fauld brushed his thigh differently. Growth had changed the relationship between body and armour one small discomfort at a time until wrong felt normal.

Mourne rode in silence for nearly a mile.

Then she said, “Velm.”

Max looked at her.

“We were already going to the city-states.”

“We are going specifically to Velm.”

“The Underchain?”

“Yes.”

“The smith?”

“Yes.”

“For armour?”

“Armour first. Close weapons second. Relics third.”

Max looked down at the dried blood near his pauldron.

“That sounds expensive.”

“Yes.”

“Do we have enough?”

Mourne did not answer.

Max looked at her.

“Mourne?”

“I have resources.”

“That sounds ominous.” He sighed.

Grief snorted smoke as if amused.

The road west stretched before them, away from the Emperor’s lands, toward looser borders, worse laws, better markets, and Velm’s grey walls and blue-green roofs.

Max had entered the Emperor’s lands expecting order to mean quality.

He left underwhelmed, bruised, and bleeding from a cut a starving bandit never should have landed.

Mourne’s voice came quietly through the helmet.

“Equipment fails slowly. Hunters die suddenly.”

Max nodded.

“I’ll remember.”

“No,” Mourne said. “You will check.”

That was better.

More useful.

More Mourne.

He adjusted his grip on the reins with his uninjured hand and looked toward the west.

Velm waited somewhere beyond the roads.

So did better armour.

Better weapons.

More things for Absorption to want.

The chain in his chest tightened faintly, as if reminding him that wanting was not the same as taking.

Max breathed once.

“No,” he whispered.

Mourne heard.

Of course she did.

“Good,” she said.

This time, Max did not hate the word quite as much.

            

    
        Inertium Dreams

    
    
    
    
                The road to Velm became a lesson in hands.

Max had expected armour lectures.

He got weapon drills.

Mourne did not wait until they reached the city-state. She began two days after the bandit ambush, beside a half-frozen stream beneath a sky full of low grey clouds.

“Halberd,” she said.

Max lifted it.

“Boarding axe.”

He blinked. “Now?”

“Now.”

The axe was strapped at his belt, awkward and unfamiliar. He reached for it with his off hand while keeping the halberd ready.

Too slow.

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet tapped his throat.

“Dead.”

Max frowned. “You didn’t attack.”

“Correct. Still dead.”

“That seems unfair.”

“Fairness is what people request when timing fails them. Again.”

So they did it again.

Halberd to axe.

Axe to rondel.

Rondel to stake.

Stake to empty hand.

Empty hand to halberd.

Over and over, until Max’s shoulders burned and his injured arm complained beneath the bandages. Mourne made him practise while standing, while kneeling, while rising from a fall, while turning, while backing up, while stepping through mud, while wearing gauntlets, while bare-handed, while half-blindfolded beneath his helmet.

“Your weapon is not your identity,” she said when he fumbled the axe for the tenth time.

Max caught it before it hit the ground.

“My halberd feels personally attacked.”

“Good. Perhaps it will improve.”

The new silver-edged rondel dagger sat better in his hand than he expected. It was narrow, stiff, and ugly, made for gaps in armour, mouths, eyes, armpits, and the places monsters forgot to protect because most people were too afraid to get close.

Max disliked how practical that was.

Mourne liked it.

“Again.”

He thrust.

She caught his wrist.

“Too wide.”

He adjusted.

“Again.”

He thrust.

She shifted half a step and tapped his ribs.

“You reached with the arm. Step with the body.”

“Again?”

“Yes.”

By the time Velm’s roads appeared ahead of them, Max could switch from halberd to axe without looking, draw the rondel in close quarters, and punch properly with the cold iron knuckle plates they had taken from the Imperial armoury. Not elegantly. Not yet.

But faster.

Faster mattered.

The first time he managed halberd, release, axe draw, hook strike, rondel follow-up, and back to halberd without Mourne calling him dead, she stared at him for three long seconds.

Max waited.

Then she said, “Acceptable.”

He hated how much that warmed him.

Velm appeared on the seventh day.

Grey ringed walls.

Blue-green tower roofs.

Flags of crossed silver keys on deep blue.

Canals flashing between buildings.

Bridges layered over bridges.

Smoke, bells, barges, market cries, and the damp smell of a city that had built half its secrets below water level.

Max had seen Velm once before and left changed.

Cold iron armour. A cold iron halberd. A silver dagger he had later lost. The Underchain Market. Goblins in waistcoats. Werewolves carrying grain. Humans and monsters drinking together beneath stone.

Returning felt strange.

Not safe.

Never safe.

But known.

Mourne rode toward the western gate with Grief beside her like a shadow that had learned to hate daylight. Max followed on his brown horse, which still regarded him with deep disappointment but had at least stopped trying to scrape him against trees.

The gate guards stiffened when they saw Mourne.

Then they saw Max.

Their eyes moved over his scarred cold iron armour, the halberd, the axe, the rondel, the marks on his gauntlets, the patched plate, the bloodstained straps, the cloak taken from a cult courier, and the way he sat the saddle now with less misery and more readiness.

One guard whispered something.

The captain touched two fingers to her neck in salute.

“Knight Mourne.”

“Gate Captain.”

“Hunt?”

“Shopping.”

The captain looked worse at that.

Max understood.

When Mourne hunted, danger had purpose.

When Mourne shopped, no one knew what might follow her out.

They entered Velm.

Noise wrapped around them immediately.

Vendors shouted from awnings. Canal boats bumped against stone quays. A fiddler played near a bridge while three children danced badly for copper. A minotaur argued with a baker over bread size. A woman with silver scales along her cheeks sold eel skewers beside a human priest pretending very hard not to notice her tail.

Velm remained Velm.

Civilisation was not clean lines.

Mourne did not lead them to the smith first.

That surprised Max.

“You said armour first.”

“I said armour first after we reach business.”

“What are we doing now?”

“Relics.”

Max’s chest tightened.

Absorption perked up like a starving dog hearing a butcher’s cart.

The chain inside him tightened in answer.

No.

Mourne turned her helmet slightly.

“You will not absorb everything that looks useful.”

“I know.”

“You will not absorb anything demonic, soul-bound, living, grieving, whispering, wet, warm, singing, or trying to be your friend.”

“That list is getting longer.”

“Yes.”

“Is that because I keep finding new bad ideas?”

“Yes.”

They stabled the horses near a familiar square and entered the city’s lower lanes. Velm had legal markets, illegal markets, tolerated markets, officially denied markets, and markets that existed only on certain nights when a bell did not ring.

Mourne chose a tolerated-denied one.

They entered through a spice shop whose owner did not ask why a Red Cloak wanted to inspect the cellar wall. Mourne knocked on three bricks in a pattern. The wall opened inward. A goblin with blue spectacles looked out, saw her, sighed, and opened the way.

“Underchain?” Max asked.

“Adjacent.”

“That means illegal?”

“That means directional.”

The passage beyond smelled of dust, wax, oil, and old coin. It opened into a narrow arcade under the street, lower and quieter than the Underchain Market proper. Relic dealers occupied alcoves behind curtains. Warding lamps burned pale green. Every stall had at least one armed guard and at least three lies.

Max felt the relics before he saw them.

A ring that wanted to be noticed.

A cracked mask that wanted not to be.

A belt buckle that hummed with stored force.

A tooth necklace that made the demon in his chest go very still.

No.

Not that one.

Mourne saw his gaze and angled herself between him and the necklace.

“Good choice,” she said.

“I didn’t choose anything.”

“You did not step closer.”

“That counts?”

“Yes.”

The first useful item was a pair of boots in a stall run by a woman whose left hand was made of polished black wood.

The boots were dark leather, knee-high, worn but well cared for. The soles were stitched with grey thread. The buckles were dull iron. They did not look impressive.

That was promising.

The wooden-handed woman placed them on the counter.

“Scout boots. Old Free Cities make. No curse. No whisper. One prior owner, died of a crossbow argument, not footwear.”

Mourne looked at Max.

He focused.

The boots felt quiet.

Not empty.

Quiet.

Like someone who knew where every floorboard creaked and chose none of them.

“What effects?” Mourne asked.

“Soft Step enhancement. Stance correction. Terrain grip. Minor fall dampening, though not enough to jump off towers unless you are very optimistic.”

Max looked at Mourne.

“No towers,” she said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You became hopeful.”

The seller smiled.

Mourne did not.

They bought the boots.

The price made Max wince.

Mourne paid without comment.

That made him wince more.

The second item was a cloak.

Max did not trust it immediately.

It hung in a glass case in the back of a shop that smelled of wet wool and burnt sugar. The owner was a narrow man with moth wings folded tight against his back. He had no visible mouth until he smiled, and then Max wished he had kept wondering.

The cloak looked plain at first.

Grey-brown cloth. Travel length. Deep hood. Frayed hem.

Then the owner opened the case and lifted it.

The cloak changed.

Not dramatically.

Not vanishing.

It simply took on the shade of the wall behind it. Grey-brown became stone-grey. The folds blurred into shadow. The frayed hem seemed to lose its edge.

“Camouflage,” the owner said. “Blends with background when still or moving slowly. Better in shadow. Worse in bright sun, snow, and rooms full of people determined to stare.”

Mourne touched the fabric.

It did not react badly.

Max focused.

The cloak felt shy.

That was the only word he had.

Shy cloth.

His Absorption wanted it.

Not ravenously.

Eagerly.

He imagined cold iron armour no longer announcing him from half a street away. He imagined approaching without every guard immediately measuring him. He imagined standing in a corner and being ignored.

That pleased him more than expected.

Mourne noticed.

“You like that one.”

“It seems useful.”

“You are smiling.”

“No I’m not.”

“You are doing something near smiling.”

Max stopped.

Mourne bought it.

The winged owner seemed delighted until Mourne paid with a black coin and told him that if the cloak contained moth eggs, she would return him to the shop in separate jars.

The owner assured her this was unnecessary.

They found nothing else worth buying.

Or rather, they found plenty worth wanting and little worth surviving.

A bracelet that improved grip but made the wearer possessive of every object held.

A dagger that cut through armour but wept human blood when unsheathed.

A mirror shard that showed the next person who would betray you, though Mourne suspected it simply made people paranoid enough to create the betrayal themselves.

A pair of gloves that whispered combat advice.

Max did not even ask.

By dusk, they rented a private room in the back of a quiet inn above a canal so Max could absorb the boots and cloak safely.

Mourne warded the door with cold iron nails, salt, and one of her own blood-drops.

The skulls watched from the table.

Max sat on the floor with the boots before him.

Absorb Relic IV opened carefully.

Not wide.

Never wide unless needed.

He reached toward the boots.

They resisted.

Not like cold iron.

More like an old scout refusing to move until the path was proven.

Max offered intent.

Movement.

Balance.

Silence.

The boots softened into dust and grey thread, collapsing inward as Absorption took them. Their effects slid into him like steps learned by muscle rather than mind.

System text unfolded.


Soft Step I has been replaced by Soft Step IV.

Steady Stance I has been replaced by Steady Stance III.

New Effect Gained: Surefoot II.


Max breathed out.

His feet felt different immediately.

Not lighter.

More aware.

He could feel the floorboards through his boots. Not as texture exactly, but as possibility. Which planks would complain. Which would hold. Where weight wanted to settle.

Mourne watched.

“Report.”

“Soft Step is now four. Steady Stance is three. New effect, Surefoot two.”

“Description.”

Max checked.


Soft Step IV

Effect: Greatly reduces sound from the user’s footfalls, armour movement, and minor equipment shift while walking, stalking, or repositioning. Less effective while running, jumping, or fighting at full force.


Steady Stance III

Effect: Significantly improves balance, resistance to being knocked down, recovery from slips, and stability while striking, blocking, or bracing.


Surefoot II

Effect: Improves footing on difficult terrain including mud, wet stone, loose gravel, ship decks, roots, stairs, and uneven ground. Minor reduction to fall impact from low heights.


Mourne nodded.

“Good.”

Max smiled before he caught himself.

Mourne’s helmet was off, so she saw.

“Do not become smug.”

“I’m quieter.”

“Quiet people can still die loudly.”

He absorbed the cloak next.

It went easier.

Too easy, almost.

The cloth folded into itself, colour draining into grey light before vanishing through his hands. The effect settled over him differently from the boots. Not in muscle. Around presence.

System text appeared.


New Effect Gained: Camouflage III.

Veil II has synchronised with Camouflage III.

Soft Step IV has synchronised with Camouflage III.

Combined Passive Interaction: Unassuming Presence I.


Max blinked.

“That sounds new.”

Mourne’s red eyes narrowed. “Report.”

“Camouflage three. It synchronised with Veil and Soft Step. I got something called Unassuming Presence one.”

Mourne’s mouth flattened.

“Description.”

Max opened it.


Camouflage III

Effect: The user’s armour, clothing, and outer silhouette subtly blend with nearby colours, shadows, and background surfaces when still or moving slowly. Stronger in dim light, crowds, forests, alleys, and broken sightlines. Weaker in open bright spaces.


Unassuming Presence I

Effect: Passive interaction between stealth, camouflage, and attention-blurring effects. When the user is not acting aggressively, speaking loudly, or drawing direct focus, nearby observers are slightly less likely to notice, remember, or prioritise the user’s presence.

Warning: Does not provide invisibility. Sudden motion, hostile intent, bright light, direct scrutiny, or loud noise may break the effect.


Max stared at the line.

Nearby observers are slightly less likely to notice, remember, or prioritise the user’s presence.

He looked up.

Mourne was still watching him.

Obviously.

“It won’t work on you.”

“No.”

“But other people?”

“Yes.”

Max stood and crossed to the corner of the room.

He did not activate anything deliberately.

He simply stood still.

The grey of his clothing and armour seemed to soften against the wall. The cold iron plate did not vanish, but its edges became less certain. Shadows accepted him. The cloak’s old effect, now inside him, lay over the armour like a trick of tired eyes.

Mourne looked at him.

Then, deliberately, looked away.

A few seconds passed.

Her eyes snapped back.

“Interesting.”

Max grinned.

Mourne pointed at him.

“No.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You became insufferable.”

“I’m almost invisible.”

“You are not invisible.”

“Almost.”

“You are a large boy in cold iron plate standing in a corner looking pleased with himself.”

“And yet?”

Mourne stared.

Max continued grinning.

The door opened.

A serving girl stepped in carrying a tray.

“Evening, I’ve brought the—”

She stopped.

Looked at Mourne.

Looked at the table.

Looked at the skulls.

Did not look at Max.

Max’s grin widened.

Mourne closed her eyes briefly.

The girl placed the tray down with shaking hands.

“Anything else, my lady?”

“No.”

The girl turned to leave.

Max said, “Thank you.”

The girl yelped, dropped the empty cup she had been holding, and spun toward him.

Mourne’s eyes opened.

Max tried not to laugh.

Failed.

The serving girl stared at him, one hand pressed over her heart.

“Gods below! How long were you standing there?”

“The whole time.”

She looked at Mourne.

Mourne looked at Max.

Max looked extremely pleased.

The girl backed out of the room and closed the door very carefully.

Mourne said, “This will become annoying.”

“It already feels useful.”

“You mean entertaining.”

“That too.”

Mourne stood.

“Smith.”

Max was still smiling when they left the inn.

It lasted until he walked behind Mourne through the common room and three separate patrons startled when he passed too close.

One spilled beer.

One cursed.

One tried to draw a knife before realising he had not been attacked.

Max apologised.

Mourne did not.

By the time they reached the forge square, Max had decided Unassuming Presence I was the best effect he had ever gained.

Not strongest.

Not safest.

Best.

Mourne called it socially hazardous.

The smith with the nail-through-eye sign opened the door before they knocked.

He looked at Mourne.

Then at Max.

Then squinted.

“Where’s the boy?”

Max raised a hand.

The smith jerked back.

“Rot the hinges!”

Max laughed.

Mourne said, “See?”

The smith stared at him. “That better be a cloak.”

“Was,” Max said.

The smith’s eyes sharpened.

“Was?”

Mourne stepped inside.

“Armour adjustment. He has grown. Add cold iron knuckle guards to his gauntlets. Also assess close-combat fittings.”

The smith looked Max over.

His brass arm clicked as he gestured him closer.

“Stand there.”

Max stood on the fitting block.

The smith walked around him once.

Then twice.

Then slapped the side of the breastplate.

“Too high. Shoulder plates catching. Arm gaps opening. Fauld sitting wrong. Straps stretched. Padding compressed. Who let this happen?”

Mourne said, “I did.”

The smith looked at her.

Then, very wisely, looked back at Max.

“You’re growing. Armour hates growing boys.”

“I noticed when a bandit cut me.”

“A bandit?”

Max nodded.

The smith looked offended on behalf of the armour.

“That’s embarrassing.”

“Yes,” Mourne said.

“For him?”

“For all involved.”

The smith grunted.

Then his eyes moved to Max’s gauntlets.

“Knuckle plates?”

Max removed the Imperial cold iron knuckle plates and handed them over.

The smith examined them.

“Decent. Crude. Military work. Stubborn enchantment. Grip and impact?”

“Yes,” Max said.

Mourne said, “Add a proper cold iron knuckle guard structure to the gauntlets first. Then he will absorb these.”

The smith’s brass fingers stopped clicking.

Slowly, he looked at Max.

“You absorb gear?”

Max went still.

Mourne did not react.

The smith already knew enough to be dangerous, and he had worked with Mourne before. Also, he was the one fitting the armour. Some truths could not be hidden from hands that measured the gaps.

Max said, “Yes.”

“What do you gain?”

“Effects.”

The smith’s breathing changed.

“What effects?”

Max hesitated.

Mourne said nothing.

That meant choose.

He chose limited truth.

“If I absorb armour or weapons, sometimes I keep the enchantment as an effect. Like Durability. Sharpness. Grip. Things like that.”

The smith stared.

Then exploded.

Not literally.

But close.

“Are you out of your skull?”

Max blinked. “What?”

The smith threw both hands into the air, brass fingers clacking wildly.

“That is amazing!”

Max took half a step back.

The smith advanced.

“Do you understand what that means?”

“Mostly danger?”

“No! Well, yes, obviously danger, but also potential. You should absorb as much gear as possible.”

Mourne said, “Carefully.”

“Yes, yes, carefully. Not cursed rubbish. Not soul-eating nonsense. Not sentimental heirlooms with dead wives in them. But proper gear? Layered effects? Specialised pieces? Gods rot the gutters, boy, you could become an entire armoury walking around pretending to be a person.”

Max felt his stomach twist.

The smith realised what he had said.

Then shrugged.

“Accurate is not always polite.”

Mourne said, “He knows.”

The smith’s eyes gleamed.

“You need inertium.”

Mourne went still.

Max looked between them.

“What’s inertium?”

The smith stared at him as if he had admitted he did not know what fire was.

“Inertium,” he said reverently, “is what cold iron wishes it was when drunk.”

“That explains nothing.”

“It explains mood.”

Mourne said, “Explain properly.”

The smith grumbled but obeyed.

“Metals matter. Proper metals, not decorative nonsense. Iron is honest. Steel is disciplined. Cold iron rejects fae, demons, spirits, and anything that thinks reality should be optional. Silver is clean. Good against curse-blood, shapeshifters, some undead, moon-tainted lines, and social problems with teeth.”

“Social problems with teeth?” Max asked.

“Werewolves.”

“Right.”

“Mithril is light and loves movement. Expensive. Good for scouts, duelists, and people with more grace than sense. Adamant is stubborn. Heavy. Difficult to work. Good when you expect the world to hit you and want the world to regret it. Orichalcum holds magic beautifully but attracts mages, thieves, collectors, and arguments. Star-metal does strange things depending on where it fell from. Never buy star-metal from someone who smiles too much.”

Max listened, increasingly fascinated.

The smith warmed to his subject.

“Dragonbone isn’t metal but behaves like insulted metal if treated correctly. Good for heat, strength, and making dragons dislike you. Blacksteel drinks shadow. Moonsteel carries change. Sun-gold carries blessing if forged by someone who knows theology and not merely jewellery. Living bronze is banned in three city-states and beloved in two. Do not ask why.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were.”

“I was.”

“Inertium,” the smith continued, pointing one brass finger at Max, “does not like change. That is its virtue. It resists alteration, corruption, possession, transmutation, enchantment decay, and magical interference. It is miserable to forge, expensive to buy, and tends to make enchanters cry into their sleeves. But armour made with an inertium core? That holds effects cleanly. Stable. Strong. Hard to twist.”

Max’s hand drifted toward his chest.

Possessed V sat behind chains.

A metal that resisted possession and alteration sounded less like equipment and more like salvation.

The smith saw the look.

“There it is.”

“What?”

“Greed.”

Max looked away.

“I was thinking practically.”

“Greed often wears practical boots.”

Mourne’s mouth curved faintly.

Max looked at her.

“You knew about this?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“You did not have money.”

That returned him to earth.

“How much money?”

The smith laughed.

Max’s hope died a little.

“That much?”

The smith kept laughing.

Mourne said, “Knights are paid.”

Max turned to her. “What?”

“Full Red Cloaks receive substantial pay. Hazard stipends. Bounties. Salvage rights. Contract shares. Monster-clearing fees.”

Max stared.

“You get paid?”

“Yes.”

“I thought the Order just gave orders.”

“It does that too.”

“How much?”

“Enough.”

That was Mourne for a lot.

Max looked back at the smith.

The idea formed before he could stop it.

Inertium armour.

Cold iron and inertium.

Stable effects.

Better protection.

Less possession risk.

A walking armoury.

He felt his face change.

The smith pointed at him triumphantly.

“There. Greed again.”

Max did not deny it.

Mourne said, “You owe me.”

The greed vanished.

“What?”

“The relics. Armour. Horse. Weapons. Healing. Lodging. Food. Bribes. Blood. Emergency purchases. Replacement straps. Underchain fees. Black coins.”

Max’s mouth went dry.

“I owe you?”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

Mourne looked at the smith.

The smith looked at Mourne.

Both smiled.

That was the worst thing Max had ever seen.

“How much?” Max repeated.

Mourne turned toward the door.

“We will discuss accounts when you become a full knight.”

Max climbed down from the fitting block too quickly and nearly tripped.

“Mourne.”

The smith was laughing again.

“Mourne, are you joking?”

She opened the forge door.

“Fit him.”

The smith grabbed Max by the shoulder and pushed him back toward the fitting stand.

“She’s not joking.”

“She might be.”

“She is not.”

Max looked toward the door.

“Mourne?”

She paused.

“Yes?”

“Are you joking?”

The red-eyed vampire knight looked at him for one long, terrible moment.

Then said, “Find an inn tonight.” she said, tossing him a small pouch of silver.

“What?”

“I have an errand.”

“What errand?”

“Mine.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is accurate.”

“Mourne, are you joking about the debt?”

She stepped out into the street.

Max moved to follow, but the smith caught him by the back of the armour.

“Oh no. Fitting first.”

“Mourne!”

She ignored him.

The door closed.

Max stared at it.

The smith patted his shoulder.

“Welcome to money.”

The next two hours were straps, plates, pins, hammered cold iron, insults, and the uncomfortable discovery that his body had changed more than he realised.

The smith adjusted the breastplate lower, reset the pauldrons, replaced compressed padding, widened the upper arm plates, corrected the fauld, and added cold iron knuckle guards to his gauntlets. Proper ones. Integrated ones. Brutal ridged plates across the knuckles and back of the hand, reinforced without limiting finger movement too much.

“Now absorb the crude ones,” the smith said, practically vibrating.

Max held the Imperial knuckle plates.

Mourne was gone.

The demon was quiet.

The chain steady.

The smith was watching like a child at a festival.

Absorb Relic IV opened.

The knuckle plates resisted for a breath, then folded into dark light and cold iron grit.

System text appeared.


Iron Grip II has been replaced by Iron Grip III.

New Effect Gained: Impact Guard II.


Max read the descriptions aloud after the smith demanded it without technically asking to see his status.

“Iron Grip improved. Impact Guard gives stronger punches and reduces hand strain when striking hard surfaces.”

The smith slammed his brass fist on the workbench.

“Yes!”

A rack of daggers rattled.

Max grinned despite himself.

The smith pointed at him.

“You need more. Much more. Belts. Bracers. Greaves. Rings if safe. Amulets if clean. Short blades with simple enchantments. Nothing clever. Clever gear gets people killed. Stack practical effects. Layer them. Replace weak ones. Build the body like armour beneath armour.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“Of course it’s expensive. Good things are expensive. Bad things are also expensive if sold by professionals, but at least good things work.”

Max thought of inertium again.

The greed returned.

A full set of inertium-core armour.

Effects stacked cleanly.

Possession resisted.

Maybe enough to make the thing in his chest less frightening.

Maybe enough to become something more than barely surviving.

The smith saw his face.

“Save your money, boy.”

“I don’t have any.”

“You will.”

“If Mourne doesn’t take it all.”

“She will.”

Max groaned.

The smith laughed until his brass hand clicked.

By the time Max left the forge, his armour fit like a different creature.

Still heavy.

Still cold iron.

Still scarred.

But correct.

The pauldron no longer caught. The breastplate sat properly. The fauld moved with his legs. The gauntlets felt heavier but better. When he clenched his fists, the new knuckle guards made the motion feel final.

He found Mourne waiting nowhere.

No vampire knight.

No Grief.

No skulls.

Just Velm’s evening streets, wet stone, canal lamps, bridges, voices, and the strange unsettled freedom of being alone.

Max stood outside the smithy for longer than he wanted to admit.

He had been alone before.

On Greystone streets.

In cells.

In training rooms.

In fights.

But not like this.

Not with money in his pouch, armour on his body, weapons at his belt, no immediate orders, no Mourne beside him, and an entire city around him that did not care what he did next.

Find an inn tonight.

That had been the order.

Simple.

He could do that.

Probably.

Unassuming Presence made it worse.

Twice, people nearly walked into him because they did not notice him standing by the forge wall. A man carrying a basket of onions cursed when Max said, “Careful,” from beside him. A child pointed at Max, laughed, and then looked confused when her mother could not immediately see who she meant.

Max enjoyed that more than was dignified.

Then felt weird about enjoying it alone.

He found an inn near the canal called The Bent Key.

It had a painted sign showing a key twisted into a smile. The common room was warm, loud, and smelled of stew, beer, wet wool, pipe smoke, and frying onions. Humans drank beside a scaled woman with gold eyes, two dwarves, a goblin in a blue scarf, and a man whose shadow moved slightly after he did.

Velm.

Max hesitated at the doorway.

No one looked at him.

Not at first.

His armour blended with the shadowed entry. Camouflage softened the edges. Veil blurred attention. Soft Step kept his arrival quiet. Unassuming Presence did the rest.

He stood there, oddly invisible in plain sight.

Then the innkeeper, a broad woman with a shaved head and tattooed knuckles, looked straight at him.

“Door’s for entering or leaving, not haunting.”

Several patrons jumped and turned.

Max stepped inside.

“Room,” he said.

“Coin?”

He paid.

“Name?”

“Max.”

She waited.

“That’s it.”

“Dramatic.”

“Orphan.”

“Ah.” She slid a key across the counter. “Less dramatic. More depressing.”

He blinked.

She moved on before he could answer.

Max should have gone upstairs.

He did not.

He stood in the common room, holding the room key, feeling the strange empty space where Mourne’s presence usually gave direction.

A man at a nearby table raised a cup.

“You lost, armour-boy?”

Max looked at him.

The man had red hair, a chipped tooth, and the cheerful look of someone already halfway drunk.

“No.”

The man nodded. “That’s what lost people say.”

A goblin in the blue scarf leaned over the table.

“He’s not lost. He’s lurking.”

“I’m standing,” Max said.

“That’s how lurking starts.”

Someone laughed.

Max almost left.

Then the red-haired man kicked out a chair.

“Sit before you haunt the innkeeper into charging us extra.”

Max looked toward the stairs.

Then at the chair.

Then at the room full of strangers who did not know Blackhold, Mourne, the fiend, Possessed V, Edran, Draven, or the exact cost of a future inertium armour set.

He sat.

Someone put a drink in front of him.

Max looked at it suspiciously.

“What is it?”

“Beer,” said the red-haired man.

The goblin leaned in. “Allegedly.”

The scaled woman across the table smiled. “First one tastes bad. Third one improves your judgement.”

“That seems backwards,” Max said.

She pointed at him. “Smart boy.”

He drank.

It tasted bitter, sour, and like someone had soaked bread in a puddle.

Everyone watched his face.

Max swallowed.

“That is awful.”

The table cheered.

Someone bought him another.

By the second drink, Max had learned the red-haired man was called Tollen, the goblin was Vix, the scaled woman was Sari, and none of them believed he was as old as he claimed.

“I’m sixteen,” Max said.

“Armour says twenty,” Tollen replied.

“Face says recently hit by life,” Vix added.

Sari tilted her head. “Eyes say older. Mouth says sixteen.”

Max thought about that.

Then drank again.

By the third drink, he was telling them a heavily edited story about fighting bandits in the Emperor’s lands.

He did not mention Mourne being a vampire.

He did not mention demons.

He did not mention absorbing relics.

He did mention that a bandit had managed to cut him because his armour fit badly.

Tollen slapped the table.

“Humiliated by tailoring!”

“It was armour.”

“Metal tailoring.”

Vix raised his cup. “To metal tailoring.”

They drank to that.

Max found himself laughing.

Actually laughing.

It felt rusty.

Like a weapon left too long in rain.

But it worked.

At some point, someone asked why he kept appearing silently behind people when he went to the bar.

Max smiled.

“New trick.”

Tollen looked offended. “You can’t just say new trick.”

“I can.”

“He can,” Vix said. “He’s haunted.”

“I’m not haunted.”

The demon behind the chain shifted faintly.

Max’s smile faltered.

Only for a second.

No.

The chain tightened.

The pressure faded.

Sari noticed.

Not the demon.

The change.

“You all right?”

Max looked at his drink.

Then at the loud, warm room.

Then at the strangers who knew nothing and wanted nothing from him except perhaps another story and an excuse to laugh.

“Yes,” he said.

The ward flame in his memory did not flicker.

Truth.

“I think so.”

By the fourth drink, he was definitely drunk.

Not catastrophically.

Not Blackhold-punishable drunk.

But enough that the room felt warmer, his armour felt heavier, and his new ability kept making people forget he had left the table until he reappeared with more drinks.

The innkeeper eventually pointed at him.

“You. Armour ghost. Bed before you fall through my floor.”

“I have a room,” Max said.

“That is why I said bed.”

Tollen raised his cup. “Let the boy haunt!”

The innkeeper pointed at Tollen.

“You can haunt the alley if you argue.”

Tollen lowered his cup.

Max stood carefully.

Steady Stance III was very helpful while drunk.

That made him laugh again.

No one knew why.

He climbed the stairs with exaggerated care, found his room on the second try, and sat on the bed without removing half his armour.

The room was small. One bed. One basin. One window overlooking the canal. A chair that leaned suspiciously.

No Mourne.

No orders.

No immediate danger.

No one asking him to report.

No one watching whether he changed.

Max sat in the quiet and felt the laughter drain out of him slowly.

He was alone.

Not abandoned.

Not trapped.

Just alone.

It felt stranger than fear.

He took Alfie’s wooden wolf from his pack and set it on the windowsill.

The carving looked at him with uneven ears and one too-thick leg.

Max looked back.

“I might owe Mourne more money than exists,” he told it.

The wolf did not answer.

“That’s probably bad.”

Still nothing.

He lay back on the bed, boots still on, armour half-buckled, room spinning slightly.

Somewhere outside, Velm laughed through canal mist and lamplight.

Somewhere in the city, Mourne followed an errand she had not explained.

Somewhere inside Max, a demon waited behind a chain.

And somewhere in his future, shining absurdly bright and expensive, was inertium armour.

Max smiled despite himself.

Then frowned.

“Mourne was joking,” he muttered.

The room offered no reassurance.

He closed his eyes.

This time, sleep came warm, uneasy, and smelling faintly of beer.

            

    
        A Struggle of the Self-Inflicted

    
    
    
    
                Max woke to someone standing over his bed.

He knew before opening his eyes.

Not because he heard breathing. Mourne barely bothered with that unless conversation required it.

Not because the floor creaked. It had not.

Not because of scent either, though cold iron, old blood, leather, and night air had become familiar enough that his half-asleep mind knew her before his waking one did.

He knew because the room felt judged.

Max opened one eye.

Knight Vaelith Mourne stood beside the bed in full armour, cracked helmet tucked beneath one arm, red eyes fixed on him with the merciless calm of someone who had never once woken with beer sitting behind her skull like a wet brick.

Morning light leaked through the shutters.

Too bright.

Far too bright.

Max closed the eye again.

“No,” he said.

Mourne was silent.

That was worse than words.

Max pulled the blanket higher.

“I said no.”

“You did.”

“Good.”

“Get up.”

The words entered his skull and found every painful place.

Max groaned.

Not from injury.

From consequences.

His mouth tasted like old bread, copper, and poor decisions. His head throbbed with each heartbeat. His stomach felt uncertain about remaining loyal. His body, recently healed by expensive noble magic and held together by stubbornness, objected deeply to the extra burden of drink.

The memories returned in pieces.

The Bent Key.

Tollen.

Vix.

Sari.

Metal tailoring.

Armour ghost.

Beer.

More beer.

Max opened his eyes again.

The wolf sat there still, judging him less than Mourne did, which made it the better companion.

Mourne looked at the wolf.

Then at him.

“Productive night?”

Max rubbed both hands over his face.

The movement hurt.

Everything hurt, but in a stupid way.

“I found an inn.”

“Yes.”

“I followed the order.”

“Eventually.”

He stopped rubbing his face and looked at her between his fingers.

“How do you know?”

“The innkeeper described a haunted suit of armour drinking with strangers until removed from the common room.”

Max stared.

Mourne’s mouth did not move.

Her eyes did.

Just enough.

She was amused.

Subtly.

Cruelly.

“Removed is a strong word,” Max said.

“She said directed.”

“That sounds better.”

“She also said you apologised to a chair after walking into it.”

Max sat up too fast.

The room lurched.

His stomach lurched with it.

He froze, breathing through his nose.

Mourne watched.

“Enemy contact?”

Max glared at her.

“The chair moved.”

“I am told it did not.”

“Traitor chair.”

“Get ready.”

“For what?”

“Hunt.”

The word cut through the hangover better than cold water.

Max lowered his hands.

“What kind?”

“Slavers.”

The room steadied slightly.

Max’s expression changed.

Mourne noticed.

Of course she did.

“Where?”

“Northwest road. Old quarry track beyond the city farms. I heard of them during my errand.”

“What errand?”

She put her helmet under her arm more comfortably.

“Listening.”

“You said it was yours.”

“It was.”

“That is still not an answer.”

“It remains accurate.”

Max swung his legs over the bed, then regretted everything.

His head pulsed.

He closed his eyes.

Mourne said, “Pain?”

“Self-inflicted.”

“Good distinction.”

“You are enjoying this.”

“Yes.”

He opened one eye at her.

She did not deny it.

“Subtly,” she added.

“That makes it worse.”

“No. It makes it instructive.”

Max reached for the cup of water on the small table beside the bed. It was empty.

He stared at it.

“Traitor cup.”

Mourne placed a small vial beside it.

Max looked at the vial.

“What is that?”

“Restorative.”

“From Orlanna?”

“No.”

“From the temple?”

“No.”

“From who?”

“A man in the Underchain who sells hangover tonics to minotaurs.”

Max looked at her.

She looked back.

“What does it do?”

She gave no answer. 

He drank it.

The taste was indescribable, but his mind tried anyway.

Salt.

Mint.

Burnt onion.

Sour apple.

Max bent forward, both hands gripping the edge of the bed.

For three awful breaths, he thought he might die.

Then his head cleared.

Not fully.

Enough.

The nausea retreated from mutiny to complaint.

Mourne watched with dry approval.

“Effective.”

“I hate you.”

“No.”

“I hate that drink.”

“Yes.”

Max dressed quickly, which meant slowly by Mourne’s standards and painfully by his own. The armour fit better now after the smith’s adjustments. That helped. The breastplate settled correctly. The pauldrons moved without catching. The gauntlets closed cleanly around his hands, cold iron knuckle guards adding a satisfying weight to his fists.

The new effects sat comfortably beneath his skin.

Soft Step IV.

Steady Stance III.

Surefoot II.

Camouflage III.

Unassuming Presence I.

The last one nearly caused a problem when Mourne turned to collect her skulls from the table, then looked back and briefly seemed to have misplaced him despite him standing beside the bed.

Max grinned.

Mourne’s eyes narrowed.

“Do not.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You enjoyed existing quietly.”

“That’s not a crime.”

“Yet.”

He strapped the rondel dagger at his belt, then the boarding axe, then the stakes, then lifted the halberd.

The familiar weight helped.

So did the fact that he no longer knocked the shaft into the ceiling when turning.

Progress.

They went downstairs.

The Bent Key’s common room was quieter in the morning. A few patrons sat hunched over bowls of porridge, regret, or both. The innkeeper saw Max and pointed at him with a spoon.

“The armoured ghost lives.”

Max winced.

Mourne looked at him.

“Armoured ghost?”

“No.”

The innkeeper snorted. “He appeared behind Tollen three times without warning. Nearly made the man spill his bladder.”

“I was getting drinks.”

“You were appearing out of thin air.”

Mourne’s gaze rested on Max for an unbearable moment.

Max walked faster.

Outside, Velm smelled of damp stone, canal water, baking bread, horse dung, smoke, and morning fish. It was awful.

It was also far too bright.

Mourne moved through the streets with purpose. Max followed with less purpose and more endurance.

At the stable, Grief looked at him.

The nightmare’s pale eyes narrowed.

Max stopped.

“No.”

Grief snorted smoke.

“I do not need judgement from a horse.”

Mourne mounted smoothly.

“Grief is not a horse.”

His brown horse looked at him with familiar disappointment.

“At least you’re honest,” Max muttered.

The horse sneezed in his face.

The ride out of Velm was a study in suffering.

Every hoofbeat travelled up through Max’s body and struck the inside of his skull with a hammer. His stomach did not enjoy the rhythm. His eyes disliked the daylight. His mouth remained unhappy with the minotaur tonic, beer, and being alive.

Mourne rode ahead, perfectly still.

Max hated her posture.

He hated roads.

He hated horses.

He hated beer a little.

Not completely.

Just for now.

They passed through Velm’s northern gate and out along the road that curved between winter fields and low stone walls. Farmhouses dotted the slopes. Canal branches gave way to drainage ditches. The city noise thinned behind them.

Mourne did not speak for an hour.

That should have been mercy.

It was not.

Silence gave Max too much room to notice the riding.

Finally, he said, “This is a struggle.”

“Yes.”

“I mean more than normal.”

“Yes.”

“I might die.”

“You will not.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I have seen dying men. You are experiencing harvest ale and poor judgement.”

Max glared at the back of her armour.

“I had friends.”

“No. You had drinking companions.”

“That sounds sadder.”

“It is more precise.”

“They were nice.”

“Good. Did you tell them anything dangerous?”

“No.”

“Did you pay for your own drinks?”

He hesitated.

Mourne turned slightly.

Max looked away.

“Some.”

“You owe strangers now as well.”

“That is not funny.”

“It is a financial pattern.”

He regretted asking whether she was joking about the debt.

He regretted beer.

He regretted motion.

The road narrowed after midday, leaving the better-maintained route and cutting toward older quarry lands northwest of Velm. The farms thinned. Trees grew thicker. Stone outcrops pushed through the grass like broken teeth.

Mourne slowed.

Max’s headache did not.

But his focus sharpened anyway.

Hunt.

Hangover or not, that word still mattered.

“What did you hear?” he asked.

Mourne looked toward a copse of black pines.

“People missing on the old quarry track. Farmhands. A potter’s apprentice. Two debt runners. One travelling family seen entering Velm’s outer road, never registered at the gate.”

“Monsters?”

“Possible. But a trader in the Underchain heard of chained people moving through a dry culvert beneath the west farms.”

“Why not tell the city watch?”

“He did.”

“And?”

“They asked who told him. He stopped speaking.”

Max’s jaw tightened.

“Slavers paying guards?”

“Likely.”

“Velm allows that?”

“Velm allows many things while claiming not to.”

They left the road before the quarry marker.

Mourne had Max dismount and lead the brown horse through brush. Grief followed without complaint, hooves barely touching wet ground. Max hated that too.

Tracks appeared near a dry streambed.

Boot prints.

Several sizes.

Heavy cart wheels.

Drag marks.

Not old.

Max crouched, ignoring the throb behind his eyes.

“Cart came through last night.”

Mourne stood beside him. “Direction.”

He traced the mud.

“Northwest. Toward the quarry.”

“How many walking?”

He studied the prints.

“Six? Maybe seven.”

“Armed?”

“Two heavier prints on the outside. Guards?”

“Likely.”

“Captives?”

He pointed to smaller shuffled marks inside the cart tracks. “Dragged. Or chained.”

Mourne nodded.

“Good.”

It was real praise.

The hangover dimmed for a moment.

They followed the tracks through pine and stone until the old quarry opened before them.

Once, it had been a wound in the hillside. Now trees grew along the rim and rainwater pooled at the bottom in dark sheets. Abandoned stone huts sat near the edge, roofs caved in. A rusted crane leaned over the pit. Old tracks for hauling stone disappeared under grass.

Smoke rose from one of the huts.

Max lowered his voice. “Camp.”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

Mourne listened.

Max listened too.

Voices.

Low.

Men.

A chain clinked once.

Someone sobbed and stopped quickly.

Eight heartbeats? No. He could not hear heartbeats like Mourne. But he could count movement.

“Maybe nine outside,” he said.

“Eleven.”

“Still better than trees.”

Mourne gave him a look.

He grinned despite his headache.

Then stopped when she pointed at the hut.

“Captives inside. Slavers around. One patrol returning soon. We strike before they reunite.”

“Kill?”

“Armed slavers die. Captives live. Leader breathes until questioned.”

“Understood.”

Mourne removed her helmet.

Max blinked.

“Why?”

“Fear.”

He understood a moment later.

A Red Cloak helmet frightened people.

A pale woman walking into camp alone did something else.

The same trick as the alley.

His stomach tightened.

Mourne looked at him.

“Problem?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

“I understand it.”

“Better.”

She walked openly down the slope.

Max circled left with Soft Step IV and Camouflage III doing strange, pleasing things to his presence. The new effects worked better in broken terrain. Grey armour softened against stone. His steps made almost no sound. Twice, he passed close enough to a sentry that the man should have seen him.

The sentry did not.

Max had to suppress a smile.

Then he saw the cage.

A wooden wagon with iron bars stood behind the hut. Six people sat inside. Two women. Three men. One boy older than Max had been when the orphanage threw him out, but not by much. All chained.

The smile died.

Mourne reached the campfire.

Four slavers looked up.

One laughed.

“Well now,” he said.

Max saw the moment he decided the pale woman was prey.

Mourne smiled.

Not kindly.

That was the signal.

Max moved.

The closest sentry died with a cold iron hand over his mouth and a rondel through the gap beneath his jaw. Max lowered him quietly.

No fire.

No fury.

Clean.

The second turned at the sound of his own imagination and found Max there.

Unassuming Presence failed the moment Max attacked.

Good.

Max punched him with the cold iron knuckle guard.

Impact Guard II hit harder than expected. The man’s cheek collapsed under the blow. He dropped like cut rope.

At the campfire, Mourne moved.

She did not draw claws at first.

She used hands.

A wrist broken.

A throat crushed.

A knee turned backward.

One slaver managed to draw a sword before her fangs flashed and she opened him across the belly with a short blade.

Max crossed the camp in three long strides as the alarm rose.

A man came out of the hut holding a crossbow.

Max’s halberd would have been too slow.

He threw the boarding axe.

It spun once and buried itself in the man’s shoulder. The crossbow fired into the sky. The man screamed.

Max reached him, ripped the axe free, and struck again with the back of it.

The screaming stopped.

Not dead.

Probably.

Remember the leader.

Two more slavers rushed from behind the wagon.

One carried a spear.

The other had an Innate Skill.

Max saw the activation as the man’s skin turned bark-brown and thick, wood spreading over his arms like armour. He charged with a heavy club, face twisted with panic and rage.

“Mine!” Max shouted.

Mourne did not argue.

The spear came first.

Max caught it on the halberd shaft, twisted, hooked, pulled, and drove the butt into the wielder’s face. Teeth broke. The man fell.

The bark-skinned slaver swung the club.

Max braced.

Steady Stance III held.

The blow struck his halberd shaft and drove him back half a step, but not down.

His head punished him for the impact.

Hangover and combat made poor companions.

“Gods,” Max muttered.

The slaver swung again.

Max ducked under it, stepped close, and discovered bark-skin was annoying. The boarding axe cut but did not bite deep. The rondel would find gaps if he had time. He did not.

The slaver’s club clipped his shoulder and sent him sideways.

Pain flared.

Absorb Emotion stirred.

Not needed.

Max spat, tasted sour tonic, and got angry.

He dropped the axe, seized the man’s wrist with both hands, and triggered Condemnation Flame lightly across his knuckle guards.

Not enough to burn from within.

Enough to hurt.

The slaver screamed as white-gold heat bit through bark-skin. Not demon. Not undead. But sanctified force still burned living wood where the Skill had warped flesh.

Max headbutted him.

Cold iron helmet met nose.

The slaver stumbled.

Max drew the rondel and drove it into the soft place beneath the wooden jaw.

The man dropped.

Alive for a few seconds.

Then not.

The camp ended quickly after that.

The patrol returned too late.

Three men came through the trees with ropes, laughing about something. Mourne killed the first with a thrown knife before he understood the camp had changed. Max took the second in the knee with the halberd’s rear spike, then slammed the shaft across his temple.

The third ran.

Grief appeared from the trees.

The nightmare did not run.

It simply stepped into the man’s path.

The slaver stopped so suddenly he fell backward.

Mourne looked at him.

“Leader?”

The man pointed at the hut with shaking hands.

Inside the hut, they found the leader trying to cut through a back wall with a knife.

He was older than the others. Grey beard. Neat boots. Better coat. Not richly dressed, but cleaner. Organised. A man who treated cruelty like trade rather than appetite.

Mourne dragged him outside by the collar and threw him beside the fire.

The captives watched through the bars.

Max broke the wagon lock with the cold iron knuckle guard after failing to pick it for exactly two seconds. That felt satisfying. The prisoners flinched when he opened the door.

“It’s all right,” he said.

They did not believe him.

Fair.

He found the keyring on a dead slaver and started removing chains.

One of the women grabbed his wrist.

“Are there more?” she asked.

Max looked at the leader.

“I think so.”

Mourne crouched before the man.

He stared up at her face, pale and red-eyed, and began shaking.

“Red Cloak,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I can pay.”

“Yes.”

“Gold. Names. Routes.”

“Yes.”

“Then—”

Mourne grabbed his little finger and snapped it backward.

He screamed.

Max looked away from the captives, not from the interrogation.

Mourne’s voice remained calm.

“Begin with names.”

The leader breathed hard, clutching his hand.

“I don’t know the buyers.”

Mourne broke the next finger.

He screamed again.

The freed boy flinched.

Max stepped between him and the sight, but did not tell Mourne to stop.

This was ugly.

It was also necessary.

Mourne had told him long ago that cruelty was laziness dressed as necessity.

This did not feel lazy.

It felt precise.

That made it harder, not easier.

“Names,” Mourne repeated.

The leader gave one.

Then another.

Then a route.

Then a warehouse district outside Velm.

Then a coded mark burned into the underside of carts.

Then a phrase used at tollhouses.

By the time Mourne finished, the simple slaver camp had become something larger.

Much larger.

Not desperate men snatching travellers.

A network.

Cells.

Paid guards.

False debt papers.

Farm children taken as “apprentices.”

Prisoners sold as labour.

Monsters moved through hidden markets.

People disappearing between Velm, the Emperor’s border roads, and the smaller city-states.

Max felt his hangover vanish completely beneath cold fury.

Mourne looked at him.

“Do not open.”

“I’m not.”

“Good.”

The slaver leader spat blood onto the mud.

“You don’t understand,” he said. “Cut one camp and ten more carts roll. People want cheap hands. Mines want bodies. Nobles want servants without questions. Guilds want debts collected. You think you can stop trade?”

Mourne tilted her head.

“No.”

The man laughed weakly.

Then stopped when she smiled.

“I think I can follow it.”

His face changed.

Mourne stood.

“Max.”

“Yes?”

“Check the cart.”

He did.

False floor beneath the wagon.

Inside were papers.

Debt contracts.

Bills of sale.

Travel writs.

A list of names.

Some crossed out.

Some marked with prices.

One symbol repeated at the bottom of several pages.

A chain wrapped around a tower.

Max carried the papers to Mourne.

Her expression did not change when she saw the symbol.

That meant something.

“What is it?” Max asked.

“Later.”

He hated later.

But this time, later had direction.

They sent one freed man and one woman toward Velm with the horses from the slaver camp and a token from Mourne that would make any gate guard suddenly remember duty. The others were too weak to travel fast, so Max helped them to a sheltered quarry hut with food, blankets, and a fire.

Mourne left three slavers alive.

Barely.

Enough to carry warning.

Enough to be questioned by people who cared.

The leader was not among them.

Max did not ask what she did with him behind the stone hut.

He heard enough.

When she returned, her claws were clean.

That was worse.

They rode out before dusk, following the route written in the papers.

Not back to Velm yet.

Not to the smith.

Not to an inn.

Northwest, toward an old toll road and a place called Saint Orra’s Bridge, where a cart marked with a chain around a tower was due to pass in two nights.

Max rode beside Mourne.

His headache was gone now, replaced by something sharper.

Purpose.

Or fury.

Or both.

“So this wasn’t simple,” he said.

“No.”

“You knew?”

“I suspected.”

“From your errand?”

“Yes.”

“Listening?”

“Yes.”

He looked at the road ahead.

“How large?”

“Large enough to have habits. Small enough to hide behind ordinary greed.”

“Can we stop it?”

Mourne rode in silence for several breaths.

Then said, “We start with the next cart.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“It was my answer.”

Max almost smiled.

The wind moved through the trees.

His armour fit properly.

His weapons sat at his belt.

His head no longer throbbed from beer.

And somewhere ahead, men who bought and sold people thought the roads belonged to them.

Max tightened his grip on the reins.

“Old-fashioned hunting?”

Mourne’s red visor fixed on the road.

“Yes.”

This time, the words sounded less like walking in circles.

They sounded like the beginning of a purge.

            

    
        The Chain Around the Tower

    
    
    
    
                Saint Orra’s Bridge was not a bridge anymore.

It had been once.

Long ago, probably.

Now it was two broken stone arms reaching toward one another over a dry riverbed, never touching. The middle had collapsed decades before, leaving a jagged gap where water should have run. The road had been redirected around it, curling down into the gully, across packed mud and stone, then up the other side.

Perfect place for an ambush.

Mourne said so.

Max agreed.

That meant the slavers knew it too.

They arrived before dawn on the second day, cold mist lying thick in the gully and the old bridge stones rising through it like tomb markers. The cart marked with a chain around a tower was not there yet.

Mourne chose the eastern side of the broken bridge and made Max lie still beneath a twisted hawthorn bush for three hours.

It was miserable.

His armour fit better now, but lying in damp grass with cold iron pressing into ribs and insects exploring gaps was not improved by proper tailoring. Mourne stood in the shadow of the broken bridge above him, utterly still, cloak unmoving in the mist.

Max envied vampires several times.

Then regretted envying anything about Mourne.

The cart came after first light.

Two horses.

Six guards riding ahead.

Four behind.

Another two walking beside the cart.

A covered wagon, iron-bound, with no windows and a chain-and-tower mark burned into the underside of the rear board where most people would not see it.

Max saw it.

Mourne had trained him to look where people hid guilt.

The guards did not look like desperate road slavers.

They wore matching leather over mail. Good boots. Decent swords. Short crossbows. One had a charm-string at his throat. Another wore a ring that made Max’s Absorption stir faintly.

Organised.

Funded.

Confident.

That confidence lasted until Grief walked out into the road.

The nightmare appeared from the mist ahead of them, black and pale-eyed, smoke curling from its nostrils. The lead horse screamed and reared. The second tried to turn. The whole front of the column tangled in panic.

Mourne dropped from the bridge.

She landed on the lead rider.

He did not survive the lesson.

Max rose from beneath the hawthorn, halberd already in hand, and came at the rear guards from behind.

The first turned too late.

Max hooked him from the saddle with the rear spike and slammed him into the gully wall. The second raised a crossbow. Max stepped inside the shot, letting Surefoot II keep him steady on loose stones, and punched him with the cold iron knuckle guard hard enough to break the bow stock and the man’s jaw together.

No Sunfire.

No Condemnation Flame.

Slavers were not demons.

They died to simpler tools.

The fight ended fast.

Faster than the first camp.

The guards were better armed, but they were not better prepared. They expected frightened villagers, weak prisoners, bribed patrols, and merchants who knew when to look away.

They did not expect Mourne.

They did not expect Max.

One woman among them used an Innate Skill that turned her skin to mirrored glass, reflecting one of Max’s halberd cuts aside. Mourne solved that by driving her clawed gauntlet into the ground, scooping up mud, and hurling it across the woman’s face. The mirror-skin lost its perfect surface for half a breath.

Max used the half breath.

The cold iron halberd punched through her thigh and pinned her to the cart wheel.

Alive.

Mourne had wanted someone breathing.

They opened the cart.

Twelve prisoners stared back at them.

Farmhands. Two children. An elderly man. A woman with one eye swollen shut. All chained to iron bars bolted into the wagon floor. The smell inside was human fear, piss, old blood, and too little air.

Max’s fury stirred.

He kept it.

Useful.

Not blind.

The prisoners flinched when Mourne appeared behind him.

Then flinched again when she ripped the first chain free from the wagon floor with one hand.

Max searched the guards.

Papers.

Coin.

Coded route marks.

A list of destinations.

No names, at first.

Then he found a small bone token on the leader.

A finger bone, polished smooth, carved with the chain-and-tower mark on one side and a crowned skull on the other.

Max held it up.

Mourne went still.

“What?”

She took the bone token carefully.

Not with bare fingers.

With the tips of her claws.

“Necromantic mark.”

Max looked at the dead guards.

“Undead?”

“No. Servants of one.”

“A necromancer?”

“Perhaps.”

He knew by her voice that she already suspected worse.

They questioned the mirrored-skin woman.

She was named Vedra, and she had enough pain tolerance to stay silent through the first three questions.

Then Mourne asked Max to hold the bone token near her face.

Vedra broke before Mourne touched her again.

“Bone lord,” she spat.

Mourne’s helmet tilted.

“Name.”

“I don’t know.”

Mourne looked at her.

Vedra swallowed.

“I don’t! None of us do. He comes through others. Dead men. Bone birds. Sometimes a skull in a bowl of ash. We get orders. Routes. Payments.”

“Describe him.”

“I haven’t seen him.”

Mourne’s clawed gauntlet flexed.

Vedra spoke faster. “But the overseers have. They say he’s made of bone. All bone. Tall. Crowned. No flesh. Blue fire in the sockets. Robe like grave cloth.”

Max looked at Mourne.

“Lich?”

Mourne did not answer immediately.

That was answer enough.

“Possibly,” she said.

Vedra let out a broken laugh. “Possibly? You think we would work for it if it was only possibly a lich?”

Mourne crouched.

“Where?”

Vedra’s mouth shut.

Max stepped closer.

The bone token in his hand felt wrong. Not powerful enough to tempt Absorption. But wrong enough that Profane Sense II pressed around it like a bad smell.

“Where?” Max asked.

Vedra looked at him then.

Really looked.

Perhaps she saw the cold iron plate.

Perhaps the red cloak near Mourne.

Perhaps something in Max’s face that had grown over the last year.

Or perhaps she saw the way the token made his sanctified blood warm.

She whispered, “West.”

Mourne said nothing.

Vedra continued.

“Across the city-states. Moving cells toward the coast. Fishing towns. Salt roads. Hidden coves. The big camp is near Marric’s Rest.”

Max frowned. “Fishing town?”

“Was.”

The word sat in the gully.

Was.

Mourne stood.

“We confirm.”

“With who?” Max asked.

“The next camp.”

There was always a next camp.

The next camp took four days to find.

It sat in a pine hollow beneath an abandoned charcoal burn, half-hidden under blackened earth and old smoke pits. Larger than the first. Better run than the cart. Twenty slavers, three wagons, a fenced pen, two watch platforms, and a pit filled with discarded chains.

Mourne watched it for half a day before striking.

Max wanted to go in at once.

The pen held more than thirty people.

Mourne made him wait.

Waiting was worse when he could hear them.

A child coughing.

A man begging for water.

A guard laughing.

Max’s hand tightened around the halberd until Iron Grip III made the shaft creak.

Mourne’s voice came softly from beside him.

“Do not become righteous before you become useful.”

His jaw ached.

“I am useful.”

“Then prove it by waiting.”

He waited.

At dusk, the camp changed shifts.

The watch platforms swapped guards. The cookfire flared. Two men led three captives out of the pen toward the trees.

Mourne moved.

Max followed.

They killed the two men before the captives had time to scream.

Then freed the captives and sent them crawling downslope toward Grief.

That was the beginning.

The rest was violence.

Max entered from the east, using Camouflage III, Soft Step IV, and the dimming light to get closer than anyone wearing cold iron full plate should have managed. The first watchman never saw him. The second saw him only when Max’s halberd hooked behind his knees and tore him from the platform.

Mourne struck from the west.

The camp split its attention.

That killed it.

A slaver with a thunderclap Skill slammed both hands together, sending a wave of force through the hollow. It knocked three captives down and drove Max back two steps.

Only two.

Steady Stance III held.

Max advanced through the second clap, ears ringing, and drove the halberd into the man’s shoulder. He pinned him to a post, punched him with Impact Guard II, then moved on before the body finished sliding down.

The camp leader was a woman with braided silver hair and a whip made of black links.

The whip was a relic.

Max felt it.

So did the demon inside him.

It stirred behind Binding VI.

No.

The chain tightened.

Mourne fought the woman personally.

The whip cracked across Mourne’s breastplate and left a black line of frost. Mourne tilted her head, almost interested. The second strike wrapped around her clawed gauntlet.

The slaver smiled.

Mistake.

Mourne pulled.

The woman flew across the campfire and landed at Max’s feet.

He placed the halberd point at her throat.

“Alive?” he called.

“For now,” Mourne answered.

They killed the rest who fought.

Three surrendered.

Two tried to use captives as shields.

Max killed one.

Mourne killed the other slowly enough that everyone understood the lesson.

Afterward, they opened the pen.

Max had thought the first camp was bad.

This was worse.

People crawled out into firelight blinking, filthy, bruised, some with brands burned into their shoulders. A few could walk. Many could not. One old man kissed the dirt outside the pen until Max gently lifted him away from the gate so others could pass.

The silver-haired leader lasted longer than Vedra under questioning.

Not because she was braver.

Because she believed in the organisation.

That was worse.

Mourne asked about the bone lord.

The woman smiled through blood.

“He is not a lord.”

“What is he?”

“A collector.”

Mourne’s red eyes narrowed behind the visor.

“Collector of what?”

“Labour. Flesh. Names. Bones. Debt. Oaths. Children. Secrets. Whatever sells. Whatever lasts. Whatever can be made useful.”

“Lich?”

The woman laughed.

Max felt the sound scratch against his nerves.

“You want him to be a lich. Liches have rules.”

Mourne went very still.

The woman’s smile widened.

“He was a lich once. Maybe. Or a priest. Or a king. Or ten men stacked together in one skeleton. Ask him when he opens your ribs.”

Max looked at Mourne.

That sounded very not good.

Mourne said, “Where is he?”

The woman’s smile finally faltered.

She did not fear death.

She feared answering.

That told Max the answer mattered.

Mourne noticed too.

She leaned closer.

“Where?”

The woman whispered, “Marric’s Rest.”

Vedra had told the truth.

Mourne stood.

Max looked west.

Across the city-states.

To the coast.

“How far?”

“More than a month,” Mourne said.

“With prisoners?”

“Longer.”

They did not abandon the freed captives.

That was the problem with righteous work.

It created weight.

They escorted the survivors to the nearest walled town, then stayed two days while Mourne made the local magistrate very aware that failing to protect them would bring her back. The magistrate believed her. Everyone believed Mourne when she described future consequences.

The next month became roads.

Questions.

Burned camps.

Broken carts.

Freed prisoners.

Names gathered.

Maps corrected.

Dead ends cut away.

The slaver network was larger than Max had imagined.

It spread across the city-states like rot beneath paint.

Not one army.

Not one gang.

Cells.

Merchants pretending not to know what they shipped.

Noble houses buying servants through debt contracts.

Mines taking bodies under false sentences.

Bandits selling captives to brokers.

Brokers selling captives to coastal ships.

Ships carrying them to places where questions drowned quickly.

And behind it all, the chain around the tower.

Behind that, the bone thing.

Sometimes called the Bone Lord.

Sometimes the Collector.

Sometimes the Crown of Ribs.

Sometimes simply Master.

Mourne did not call it anything yet.

“Names give shape,” she said. “We confirm before naming.”

Max thought of the old stories Yarrow had told about liches. Undead sorcerers. Soul-bound. Phylacteries. Bone bodies. Magic that did not die with flesh.

“What if it is a lich?” he asked one night beside a low fire.

“Then we find its anchor.”

“And if it isn’t?”

“Then we learn what it is before we act.”

Useful.

Terrible.

True.

Max changed during that month too.

His armour fit now. His weapon changes became smoother. The boarding axe stopped feeling like a borrowed tool and started feeling like a second answer. The rondel sat in his hand without awkwardness. The cold iron knuckle guards became instinct in cramped spaces.

His sanctified force steadied.

The heat in his blood no longer surged whenever he was angry. He could hold it low, banked beneath the skin, ready but not burning. When he used Sunfire Edge, the flame stayed thin and controlled. When he used Condemnation Flame, he limited it to contact and breath.

Absorption reached level twenty-one after he refused to absorb the black-link whip.

He had wanted it.

Badly.

The whip had carried an effect that could bind limbs with frost and pain. It would have been useful. It also smelled of obedience, suffering, and something that remembered every person it had wrapped around.

Mourne burned it.

Max watched.

The System rewarded him later.

Or punished him.

He still could not tell.

Possessed V remained quiet.

Too quiet.

Once, during a fight at a roadside depot, a slaver cut Max across the cheek. Blood ran into his mouth, hot and faintly holy. The demon behind the chain stirred with sudden hunger.

Not for the slaver.

For Max’s anger.

No.

The chain tightened.

Max killed the slaver with the butt of his halberd and did not open anything.

Mourne saw.

She always saw.

“Report.”

“It wanted anger.”

“Did it speak?”

“No.”

“Did you answer?”

“No.”

“Good.”

This time, he accepted the word.

By the time they reached the western coast, winter had begun to loosen.

Not into spring.

Not yet.

But the air carried wet earth beneath the cold. Buds appeared on hedges. Roads became mud instead of frost. Rain replaced sleet. The sea wind smelled of salt before they saw water.

Marric’s Rest appeared at sunset after thirty-seven days of hunting.

It had once been a fishing town.

Max could see that even from the ridge.

Small harbour. Stone breakwater. Low cottages with blue slate roofs. Drying racks for nets. A little chapel on the hill. Boats pulled onto shingle. Smokehouses near the water.

But the town no longer belonged to fishermen.

A palisade had been built around the inland side. Watchtowers rose above the cottages. Men with crossbows walked the walls. Wagons crowded the square. Pens had been built near the old fish market. Smoke rose from cookfires, forge pits, and something larger near the shore.

Ships waited in the harbour.

Not fishing boats.

Two broad-bellied cargo vessels.

One low black ship with no lanterns.

Mourne stood beside him beneath the ridge trees, Grief still as shadow behind her.

Max crouched low, watching the movement below.

“How many?”

Mourne did not answer immediately.

That was never good.

“At least eighty visible.”

Max swallowed.

“Slavers?”

“Guards. Handlers. Buyers. Brokers. Perhaps more inside buildings.”

“Captives?”

Mourne pointed.

Max followed.

Pens near the market.

A line of people being led toward the harbour.

Another group near the smokehouses.

A child pulled from a cart by a man with a ledger.

“Hundreds,” Max said quietly.

“Yes.”

His hands tightened.

White-gold heat stirred in his veins.

The demon stirred with it.

No.

The chain answered.

He breathed.

In.

Out.

Controlled.

“Bone thing?”

Mourne looked toward the chapel.

Max followed her gaze.

The chapel sat above the town, built of white stone, facing the sea. Its windows were dark. Its door had been removed. Something had been painted across the front in black.

A chain around a tower.

Beneath it, a skull wearing a crown.

Mourne’s voice was quiet.

“Likely inside.”

Max stared at the town.

An entire fishing town taken over.

Not a hidden camp.

Not a cart.

Not a hollow in the woods.

A town.

People had lived there. Worked there. Married there. Buried dead there. Mended nets. Argued over fish prices. Children had run through those lanes.

Now the lanes held chains.

“How did no city-state stop this?” Max asked.

Mourne’s helmet turned toward him.

“You know why.”

He did.

Money.

Fear.

Bribes.

Distance.

Incompetence.

People looking away because what happened in Marric’s Rest made someone else rich and someone else gone.

Human greed.

Human cowardice.

Ordinary doors.

A demon did not need an army if it found enough people willing to open themselves one bargain at a time.

Maybe an undead creature did not either.

Max looked at Mourne.

“We can’t take this alone.”

“No.”

That answer surprised him.

Mourne was many things, but rarely foolish.

“We need help?”

“Yes.”

“From Velm?”

“Perhaps. From the Red Order definitely.”

Max blinked.

“Blackhold?”

“Eventually.”

“How long until the selection year ends?”

Mourne was silent.

Then she said, “Less than a month.”

The words landed strangely.

Max had known time was passing.

Of course he had.

The weather changed. His body grew. His Skill progressed. His armour had needed refitting. He had fought across roads, towns, ships, forests, and quarries.

But the year.

The partner-candidate year.

The test after selection.

If he survived the year and Mourne deemed him worthy, he could become a full knight of the Red Cloak.

Less than a month.

Nearly a year since Blackhold’s courtyard.

Since the numbers.

Since he lost his name and became Seventeen-Six.

Since Mourne chose him last.

He looked down at his hands.

They were larger than they had been.

Scarred.

Stronger.

Still his.

Mostly.

“What happens if we go back?” he asked.

Mourne watched the town below.

“You report.”

“To the High Commander?”

“Yes.”

“And you?”

“I report.”

“About me?”

“Yes.”

“About Possessed V?”

“Yes.”

Max’s jaw tightened.

He had known.

Still.

“If Draven knows…”

“He likely already suspects something changed.”

“Because he’s terrifying?”

“Yes.”

That was not comforting.

Mourne continued, “But this comes first.”

She pointed one claw toward Marric’s Rest.

“The town?”

“The proof.”

Max understood.

They could not ride to Blackhold with rumours. Not for something this large. Not if they wanted knights, soldiers, authority, and enough force to crack open a coastal stronghold.

They needed proof.

Numbers.

Routes.

Names.

Confirmation of the undead creature.

Mourne turned from the ridge.

“We observe tonight. No attack.”

Max looked back at the pens.

People moved below like shadows behind wood.

No attack.

The words hurt.

“Max.”

He looked at her.

“Do not become useless.”

He breathed through his nose.

Useful pain.

Useful anger.

Not blind.

“I know.”

“Say it.”

He hated that she knew when words mattered.

“We observe tonight.”

“And?”

“No attack.”

“And?”

“We get proof.”

“And?”

He looked at the fishing town that was no longer a fishing town.

“Then we come back with enough force to burn it properly.”

Mourne’s red visor held him for a long moment.

“Good.”

They moved back from the ridge before full dark.

Behind them, Marric’s Rest lit its stolen fires.

Max heard the sea.

Heard chains.

Heard distant voices carried on wind.

Somewhere in the old chapel, something made of bone might have been sitting in the dark, counting people like coin.

Max touched the centre of his chest.

The demon waited.

The chain held.

The year was nearly over.

And for the first time since leaving Blackhold, returning did not feel like going backward.

It felt like bringing war with him.

            

    
        The Red Cloak

    
    
    
    
                Blackhold looked smaller from the road.

That was Max’s first thought.

Not small.

Never small.

The fortress still crouched in the Ashridge mountains like a black beast made of walls, towers, murder holes, iron gates, and old weather. Its banners snapped red against a grey sky. Its outer walls rose from the mountain slope with the same brutal certainty he remembered. The gatehouse still looked like it could swallow armies and complain of hunger afterward.

But it no longer filled the whole world.

Once, Blackhold had been everything.

Prison.

Training ground.

Court.

Punishment.

Shelter.

Death.

Now Max had seen Velm’s Underchain, Caldris’s Sun Vault, Harrowdeep’s harbour, slaver camps hidden across the city-states, a fishing town chained beneath an undead thing’s mark, and enough roads soaked in blood to understand that Blackhold was not the world.

It was a blade in the world’s hand.

That made it no less dangerous.

Only more understandable.

Mourne rode beside him on Grief, silent as ever, black gothic armour scarred and repaired in too many places to look ceremonial. Her red cloak, the newer one she had taken after losing the first, hung behind her in the wind. The three skulls at her belt clicked softly.

Max rode his brown horse, which still disliked him but had become professional about it. His cold iron armour had been adjusted in Velm and again twice since. The smith’s knuckle guards sat heavy over his gauntlets. His halberd rested in the saddle loop. Boarding axe, rondel, stakes, nails, vials, and too many lessons weighed him down in ways both visible and not.

Less than a month after Marric’s Rest, they had not attacked the coastal slaver stronghold.

They had watched.

Counted.

Stolen ledgers.

Marked routes.

Confirmed the symbol.

Seen the bone creature in the chapel from too far away to name safely.

Then Mourne had said one word.

“Blackhold.”

And they had ridden.

Now the fortress waited.

The partner-candidate year was over.

Or near enough that the Order had called them back with a red-sealed raven and three sentences written in High Commander Draven’s hand.

Return for confirmation.
Bring reports.
Do not delay.

Mourne had laughed when she read it.

That had worried Max more than the order itself.

They stopped before the final rise leading to the outer gate.

Max looked at her.

“Why are we stopping?”

Mourne dismounted.

That was answer enough to make him uneasy.

He climbed down more carefully. The road was cold beneath his boots. Wind cut across the mountain slope, carrying the smell of pine, iron, snow, and Blackhold’s distant forges.

Mourne reached into one of Grief’s saddle packs.

Max watched.

She withdrew folded cloth.

Red.

Deep red.

Order red.

Max went still.

Mourne turned toward him.

The cloak lay across her gauntleted hands, heavy and clean despite the road. Not recruit cloth. Not a blanket. Not a borrowed covering. It was cut properly, with dark lining, a reinforced clasp, and the black-iron mark of the Red Order fastened at the throat.

A knight’s cloak.

Max stared at it.

His mouth went dry.

“Mourne…”

She held it out.

“Put it on.”

He did not move.

For a strange second, he felt sixteen again in the courtyard, nameless, numbered, bruised, and waiting to be told whether he would be forged or broken. Then he felt younger. A boy at an orphanage, watching older children leave with packs, tools, parents, futures.

He had never owned anything like this.

Not really.

Armour could be bought.

Weapons could be carried.

Relics could be absorbed.

But this—

This meant something.

He reached out slowly and took the cloak.

It was heavier than he expected.

The fabric slid over his fingers, rougher outside, softer within. The clasp was cold.

“You’re giving this to me now?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m not confirmed yet.”

“You will be.”

He swallowed.

“You don’t know that.”

Mourne’s red eyes watched him from beneath the lifted visor.

“I do.”

The certainty hit harder than praise.

Max looked down at the cloak.

“I thought… I thought they gave it after the ceremony.”

“They do.”

“Then why?”

“Because I chose to.”

He looked at her.

Mourne’s mouth curved faintly.

“I could have given it to you after you defeated a fiend.”

Max blinked.

“You could?”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because you were unconscious, bleeding, possessed, half-burned, and I didn't want you to become complacent.”

Max stared.

That was very Mourne.

She continued, “Also, it would have been dramatic.”

“You hate dramatic.”

“I dislike wasteful drama.”

“And this?”

“This is useful drama.”

Max laughed.

It came out smaller than he expected.

He fastened the cloak around his shoulders.

The clasp clicked shut at his throat.

The red fabric fell behind him, brushing the backs of his greaves.

Something in his chest tightened.

Not the demon.

Not the chain.

Him.

For almost a year he had been Seventeen-Six.

A number.

A recruit.

A partner-candidate.

Now the red cloak sat on his shoulders, and the mountain wind caught it.

Max did not know what his face was doing.

Mourne did.

Of course she did.

“Do not cry,” she said.

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

“Your eyes are wet.”

“Wind.”

“There is very little wind.”

“It’s mountain wind.”

“All wind here is mountain wind.”

Max wiped at his face angrily.

Mourne laughed.

A quiet, dry sound, but real.

“Thank you,” Max said.

Mourne stopped laughing.

He expected correction. A warning about debts. A dry comment about gratitude.

Instead, she only inclined her head.

“Earn it again tomorrow.”

That was easier to hold.

Max nodded.

“Yes, Knight.”

They mounted and rode the final rise together.

This time, when Blackhold’s gate guards saw them approaching, they did not look first at Mourne.

They looked at the two red cloaks.

The outer gate opened.

Chains groaned.

The portcullis rose.

Blackhold swallowed them again.

The courtyard beyond was full.

Not as full as selection day, but full enough.

Knights stood along the edges in scarlet and black. Sergeants waited in lines. Instructors watched from the steps. New intakes stood in ranked blocks, faces pale and hungry and frightened in ways Max remembered too well.

And there, near the centre, stood the surviving partner-candidates of his year.

His intake.

Or what remained of it.

Max saw Hale first.

He had changed.

Leaner. Harder. One side of his jaw carried a pale scar from ear to chin. He wore a red cloak over dark armour and held himself like someone who had learned to sleep lightly and wake cutting.

Lysa stood nearby, rats clustered around her boots and shoulders, more than Max remembered. Their eyes gleamed black, red, and gold. One sat inside her hood like a second thought. She looked thinner, but her grin when she saw him was sharp and alive.

Sella wore gloves now and a plague-mask hanging at her belt. Her skin looked paler than before, and faint green lines ran up one side of her neck. Whatever knight had chosen her had not wasted the year.

Perrin stood at the far end.

Max’s breath caught.

Perrin had been left behind.

Not chosen in their year.

But he wore trainee grey still, not red. Taller now. Face narrower. Shoulders broader. He stood with the unchosen candidates gathered for the next selection, his eyes fixed on Max’s cloak with something too complicated to name.

Pride.

Hurt.

Hope.

Maybe all of them.

Max wanted to go to him.

He could not.

Not yet.

He counted the others.

His chest tightened.

“Where is Brint?” he asked quietly.

Mourne’s helmet tilted.

“You did not hear?”

“No.”

“Dead.”

The word struck flat.

Max remembered Brint.

Stone Grip.

Broad hands.

Quiet voice.

The recruit who had once crushed rocks between his fingers during power lessons and looked embarrassed when people stared.

“How?”

“Mountain ogre hunt. His knight survived. He did not.”

Max looked toward the line of survivors again.

A gap existed where Brint should have stood.

Of course there was a gap.

There were always gaps.

He had simply hoped this one would not be there.

Hale saw Max looking and gave a small nod.

Not greeting.

Acknowledgement.

They had all seen death.

Growing up.

From the intake.

From the year.

The ceremony began before grief could settle properly.

High Commander Draven stood at the top of the courtyard steps in black armour beneath a red cloak so dark it almost looked wet. His face remained unreadable. His eyes moved across the returned candidates.

When his gaze touched Max, something inside Max’s chest tightened.

Possessed V remained silent.

Binding VI held.

Chain of Refusal tightened anyway.

Draven’s eyes did not change.

That was worse.

He knew.

Or suspected.

Or saw.

The Lord Commander stood nearby. Several senior knights flanked him, including weapon masters and instructors Max recognised. Serra was there too, face stern as ever. Voss stood like a scarred wall behind the new recruits.

The returned candidates formed a line.

Max took his place beside Lysa.

One of her rats climbed onto her shoulder and looked at him.

Lysa whispered without turning her head, “Nice cloak.”

Max whispered back, “Nice rat.”

“He’s a baron now.”

The rat squeaked.

Max nearly smiled.

Draven’s voice cut across the courtyard.

“One year ago, you were numbers.”

Silence fell.

Even the wind seemed to listen.

“You were criminals, prisoners, debts, mistakes, refuse, weapons no one had sharpened, and lives the world had already begun discarding.”

Max felt the words settle into old bruises.

“You were brought here to die or become useful.”

The new intakes looked horrified.

The older knights did not.

The returned candidates did not.

They knew.

“Some died in training. Some died in duels. Some died on roads, in caves, beneath mountains, under claws, in fire, in water, in darkness, and in service to the Order.”

Draven’s gaze moved across them.

“Some lived.”

His eyes stopped briefly on Max.

“And living is not enough.”

Of course not.

“To be a knight of the Red Order is not to survive one year. Survival proves durability. It does not prove worth. Your knights have submitted reports. Your deeds have been weighed. Your failures have been recorded. Your cowardices, disobediences, wounds, recoveries, kills, rescues, mistakes, and necessary cruelties have all been entered.”

Max resisted the urge to look at Mourne.

He could imagine her report.

Probably short.

Probably terrifying.

Draven lifted one hand.

A sergeant stepped forward carrying a black iron box.

“The following candidates have been deemed worthy of elevation.”

Max did not breathe.

Names were read.

Not numbers.

Names.

“Hale.”

Hale stepped forward.

“Lysa.”

She grinned once, too fast, then stepped.

“Sella.”

She moved like she expected the ground to poison her.

“Max.”

For a moment, Max did not understand.

Not Seventeen-Six.

Max.

His name in the courtyard.

His name where it had been taken.

Mourne’s cloak weighed across his shoulders.

He stepped forward.

Draven descended the steps.

One by one, each candidate knelt.

Hale first.

Draven placed a black iron gauntlet on his shoulder.

“Rise, Knight Hale of the Red Order.”

Hale rose.

Lysa next.

“Rise, Knight Lysa of the Red Order.”

One rat squeaked at exactly the wrong moment.

No one laughed.

Several people wanted to.

Max could tell.

Sella next.

“Rise, Knight Sella of the Red Order.”

Then Max.

He knelt.

The courtyard stones were cold beneath one knee.

Draven stood before him.

Up close, the High Commander felt like pressure before a storm. Not magic exactly. Not simply authority. Something that saw too much and forgot too little.

His gauntlet rested on Max’s shoulder.

Heavy.

“Max,” Draven said.

No number.

Just the name.

Max looked up despite himself.

Draven’s eyes held his.

For one heartbeat, Max felt stripped.

Absorption.

Sanctified blood.

Possessed V.

Marric’s Rest.

The fiend.

The chain.

The cloak.

Mourne.

All of it seemed to lie between them.

Draven said nothing of it.

Not here.

“Rise, Knight Max of the Red Order.”

The words entered him deeper than he expected.

Knight Max.

Of the Red Order.

He rose.

The red cloak shifted behind him.

Somewhere along the line, Lysa smiled.

Hale nodded once.

Sella looked like she was trying not to collapse.

Perrin, still among the unchosen, had tears in his eyes and pretended he did not.

Max pretended not to see.

That was the kindest thing he could do.

The ceremony continued with oaths.

Not the first contract.

Not the brutal magical binding they had signed as recruits.

This oath was older.

Spoken aloud before Blackhold, the knights, the dead, and the new intakes who watched with wide eyes.

Max repeated the words.

To hunt the unclean.

To guard the roads.

To stand between walls and what gnawed at them.

To obey lawful command.

To refuse corruption.

To kill when needed.

To spare when right.

To endure.

To return if possible.

To be red where darkness fed.

The final line sat strangely in his mouth.

Then the ceremony ended.

Not with cheering.

The Red Order did not cheer.

Weapons struck shields and armour once.

A single thunderous crash across the courtyard.

Then silence.

After the ceremony, the newly raised knights were not given rest.

Of course.

They were led into an old lecture hall carved into Blackhold’s western tower.

Max had not been inside this one before.

It was larger than the recruit classrooms, with tiered stone seats descending toward a central floor. A vast map covered the curved wall behind the lectern. Not a regional map. Not the Emperor and God King’s borderlands. Not the city-states.

The world.

Max stopped when he saw it.

So did Lysa.

Hale muttered something under his breath.

Sella whispered, “That’s too much land.”

It was.

Seven great landmasses spread across the map, surrounded by painted oceans, island chains, storm marks, sea routes, monster territories, old ruins, and red pins marking Order strongholds.

Max found their own continent first.

Large and familiar only in outline.

The lecturer had not yet arrived, so he moved closer.

The continent they stood on was labelled:

Veyrath

Home of the God King’s domains, the Emperor’s territories, the Free Cities, the Ashridge, Blackhold, and dozens of smaller kingdoms, wildlands, and monster ranges Max had barely heard of.

South of Veyrath, across a great inner sea, lay an even larger continent.

Massive.

Almost absurdly broad.

Red pins clustered there more thickly than anywhere else.

The label read:

Sutherion

The southern continent.

Largest landmass in the known world.

The seat of the Red Order’s greatest headquarters.

Max stared.

Blackhold was not the main fortress.

That idea felt wrong.

He searched the map.

To the east, across broken island chains and storm-marked waters, lay a dark continent painted in greys, blacks, and bone-white.

Ossoria

The Undead Empire.

No red pins marked it.

None.

Around its borders were warnings, sea blockades, old battle sites, and symbols for necromantic storms.

Northwest of Veyrath lay a continent coloured in deep greens and crimson mountain marks.

Gravemere Wilds

No.

Not grave. The script clarified beneath:

Gravemere

Sparse settlements.

Monster dominions.

Ancient beasts.

Danger zones covering most of the land.

Red pins existed there, but few, and each was surrounded by warning rings.

Far west lay a continent painted gold and rust.

Zahkarim

Desert continent.

Trade cities along oasis chains.

Glass wastes.

Buried god-tombs.

Sand leviathan territories.

Max kept looking.

Northeast across cold seas was:

Thalrune

A continent of fjords, ice shelves, storm kingdoms, northern clans, aurora ruins, and deep winter monsters.

Southeast, beyond Sutherion, was:

Ilyanth

A long crescent continent of jungle, river empires, poison coasts, high plateaus, and old dragon roads.

The seventh landmass sat far beyond the western ocean, smaller than Veyrath but still vast, marked with volcanic chains and shattered coastlines:

Kaeruun

Isle-continent of ash mountains, sky temples, old titan bones, and unstable System zones.

Seven continents.

Veyrath.

Sutherion.

Ossoria.

Gravemere.

Zahkarim.

Thalrune.

Ilyanth.

Kaeruun.

Max frowned.

That was eight.

He counted again.

Then realised Kaeruun was marked as an island-continent in disputed classification, joined to Ilyanth on some older maps by a sunken shelf.

A note beneath it read:

Kaeruun: Seventh by treaty, eighth by cartographers, cursed by sailors.

Lysa snorted when she read it.

“Even maps argue.”

The door opened.

Everyone straightened.

The knight who entered was not Mourne.

Max had seen him in the courtyard once or twice. Tall, broad-shouldered, with iron-grey hair, a short beard, and one eye covered by a black patch. His red cloak was clasped with a bronze wolf’s head. He wore no helmet and carried no visible weapon except a plain sword at his hip.

He looked like someone who had survived being hit by large things and had developed opinions.

“I am Knight-Captain Orlan Maer,” he said. “You are full knights now. Congratulations. This means the Order will start expecting you to understand what you are part of before you embarrass us beyond repair.”

Lysa whispered, “Too late.”

One of her rats squeaked.

Orlan looked directly at her.

“Knight Lysa.”

She went still.

Orlan continued.

“The senior knights are currently attending selection for the new partner-candidates. Some of you will watch future selections. Some of you will choose eventually. Most of you should not be trusted with trainees for several years.”

Max thought of Mourne choosing him.

First time she had ever chosen anyone.

He wondered if the Order had questioned her judgement.

Then remembered they definitely had.

Orlan paced before the world map.

“The Red Order is old. Older than most current borders. Younger than the System. We began on Sutherion after the Fourth Maw Incursion, when monster surges, demonic cults, and post-Integration warbands broke the southern kingdoms. We were not founded to be pretty. We were founded because ordinary armies are bad at hunting things that do not fight like armies.”

He tapped the map with a pointer.

“Sutherion remains our largest headquarters and the seat of the Grand Command. Redspire Citadel. Remember that name. If Blackhold is a fortress, Redspire is a city with walls, teeth, archives, kennels, vaults, shipyards, and enough politics to poison dragons.”

Max stared at the cluster of red pins on Sutherion.

“Blackhold answers to Redspire?” Hale asked.

“Yes.”

That seemed to bother several people.

Orlan smiled slightly.

“Good. You are learning scale.”

He pointed to Veyrath.

“Blackhold is the High Command seat for Veyrath. Our continent. We operate across the Emperor’s lands, God King territories, Free Cities, border kingdoms, Ashridge, northern marshes, eastern baronies, and places that refuse to appear on maps out of spite.”

The pointer moved.

“Each continent, except Ossoria, holds a major Red Order headquarters. Ossoria is the Undead Empire. We maintain watchforts on nearby islands and border stations across the eastern sea, but no headquarters survives on Ossorian soil. If any of you feel ambitious enough to propose one, do so in writing so we may preserve the document for comedy.”

Lysa’s rat squeaked.

Orlan pointed at it. “Sensible rat.”

The pointer moved to Gravemere.

“Gravemere. Monster-heavy. Sparse people. The Order headquarters there is Fangwatch Bastion. Less politics, more dying. Ancient beasts, sapient monster states, roaming titans, deep forests where trees eat horses, and settlements that consider walls a form of prayer.”

To Zahkarim.

“Zahkarim. Desert continent. Headquarters: Redglass Keep. Sand fiends, tomb-spirits, glass wyrms, oasis wars, and merchant princes who will sell you water then charge for the cup.”

To Thalrune.

“Thalrune. Headquarters: Frostscar Hold. Ice undead, storm giants, northern vampires, sea horrors, aurora cults, and weather that hates lungs.”

To Ilyanth.

“Ilyanth. Headquarters: Thorn Gate. Jungle demons, river kingdoms, poison clans, dragon-road ruins, old blood gods, and insects large enough to require tactics.”

To Kaeruun.

“Kaeruun. Headquarters: Ashwatch Monastery. Volcanic zones, unstable System scars, sky predators, titan-bone cults, and islands that sometimes move without permission. Whether Kaeruun is its own continent depends on who is holding the map. The Order treats it as one because dying there feels distinct enough.”

Finally, back to Sutherion.

“Sutherion. Redspire Citadel. Largest headquarters. Grand Command. Demon frontiers, southern monster nations, old incursion scars, and the most powerful Order forces in the world.”

Max listened.

The world had expanded too quickly.

His own problems were enormous. Possessed V. The bone creature. Edran. Marric’s Rest. Draven’s buried mistake.

Now there were continents full of worse things.

Orlan let the silence sit.

Then he turned from the map.

“You will choose a path.”

The new knights straightened.

“Full knights of the Red Order are not all the same. The cloak is shared. The work is not. Broadly, you may enter four arms of service.”

He held up one finger.

“Administration.”

A few faces shifted with disappointment.

Orlan smiled without warmth.

“Do not sneer. Administration keeps contracts legal, roads funded, bounties paid, prisoners transferred, treaties recognised, maps updated, supplies moving, intelligence filed, and knights from accidentally starting wars because they cannot read border clauses. A bad administrator can kill more knights than a dragon.”

Second finger.

“Military service. Fort defence. Campaign support. War response. Siege operations. Monster incursions too large for small teams. Joint action with kingdoms, city-states, Imperial legions, God King forces, or whoever is willing to stand on the correct side of the wall that day.”

Third.

“Monster hunting. Field work. Small teams. Travel. Investigation. Tracking. Killing or containing threats too strange, fast, hidden, cursed, political, or inconvenient for regular armies. Most of you think you want this.”

His eye moved over them.

“Most of you are idiots. Hunters have the shortest life span out of any of the arms.”

No one argued.

Fourth finger.

“Teaching.”

Several people perked up.

Orlan cut that down immediately.

“Not available until after five years of service. Minimum. Longer if your superiors consider you unstable, incompetent, traumatised beyond safe instruction, too eager, too cruel, too kind, or likely to flirt with recruits.”

Lysa whispered, “That last one has history.”

Orlan did not look at her this time.

“Teaching includes weapon instruction, monsterology, field discipline, Skill theory, contract education, survival, ethics, and correcting the stupid before it becomes dead. It is not retirement. Bad teachers create dead knights.”

Max thought of Yarrow, Cael, Voss, Serra, Draven.

Then Mourne.

Teaching could be a weapon too.

Orlan clasped his hands behind his back.

“You may request an arm of service. You may be assigned elsewhere. Talent matters. Need matters more. Some knights serve across arms. Some begin one place and move. Some are seconded to special hunts. Some become captains, wardens, investigators, quartermasters, executioners, or problems.”

Max suspected he was already in the final category.

“Questions?”

Hale raised a hand. “When do we choose?”

“Within the week.”

Lysa raised hers. “Can we stay with the knight who trained us?”

“Depends if they want you and command agrees.”

Her rats shifted.

She lowered her hand.

Sella asked, “What if we refuse assignment?”

Orlan looked at her.

“You are no longer recruits. You may argue. You may appeal. You may request transfer. You may provide reasons. If you simply refuse lawful assignment, you will discover how much of the recruit contract’s spirit remains in the knight oath.”

Sella nodded slowly.

Max did not raise his hand.

Orlan looked at him anyway.

“Knight Max.”

Max stiffened.

“Yes, Knight-Captain?”

“You have a question.”

Max glanced at the world map.

Then at Veyrath.

Then at the red pin marking Blackhold.

“What if the hunt we bring back is too large for a field team but not an army?”

Orlan’s expression changed by the smallest degree.

He knew.

Maybe not details.

But he knew there were reports waiting.

“Then,” the knight-captain said, “you learn why the Order has captains.”

Max nodded.

Mourne would be reporting now.

To Draven.

About Marric’s Rest.

About the bone creature.

About the slaver network.

About Max.

Maybe about Possessed V.

The red cloak across his shoulders felt heavier.

Orlan followed his gaze to the map.

“The world is large,” he said. “That is not meant to inspire you. It is meant to correct you. Every red pin on this map marks people doing what you have sworn to do. Every blank space contains something we have failed to reach, failed to understand, failed to survive, or failed to notice in time.”

Silence.

“The cloak does not make you important. It makes you responsible.”

Max looked at the seven great landmasses, the red pins, the warnings, the seas, the monster territories, the undead continent with no Order headquarters at all.

Responsible.

For roads.

For towns.

For people in cages.

For doors that should not open.

For the hunger inside him.

For what he chose not to take.

Orlan’s voice lowered.

“You survived the year. Now become worth the cloak.”

The lecture ended there.

No applause.

No ceremony.

Just a world map, a red cloak, and the weight of everything beyond Blackhold’s walls.

As the new knights filed out, Max lingered one moment longer.

His eyes found Ossoria.

The Undead Empire.

Then Veyrath’s western coast.

Marric’s Rest was too small to be marked.

But Max knew where it would be.

A fishing town without its bell.

A chapel marked with a chain around a tower.

A bone thing counting lives.

He touched the edge of his new red cloak.

Then left the lecture hall to find Mourne, Draven, and whatever came next.

            

    
        Still in Class

    
    
    
    
                Max found Mourne outside the High Commander’s office.

Or rather, he found her skulls first.

They were hanging from her belt in the corridor beyond the command hall, three pale shapes against black armour and red cloth.

They clicked softly when she turned.

Mourne stood before the great blackwood door to Draven’s office, helmet under one arm, pale face still and unreadable. Her red cloak hung behind her, darker than Max’s new one, older, more torn at the edges. The neck that had once been broken showed no sign of injury now.

That was Mourne.

Broken bones became inconvenience.

Near-possession became lesson.

A year became a report.

She looked at him as he approached.

Max stopped a few paces away.

For half a breath, neither spoke.

The corridor was quiet around them. Blackhold’s command wing did not have the noise of barracks or training yards. Here, footsteps were softer. Doors were heavier. The walls held old banners and older weapons. The air smelled of wax, stone, ink, iron, and decisions made by people who rarely suffered the first consequences.

Max touched the edge of the cloak at his shoulder without thinking.

Mourne noticed.

“You are still wearing it,” she said.

Max looked down at himself.

“Was I meant to take it off?”

“No.”

“Then yes.”

“You have checked the clasp six times.”

He stopped touching it.

“I haven’t.”

“You have.”

He had.

“Maybe it feels strange.”

“It should.”

That was probably as close to reassurance as he was getting.

Max looked at the office door.

“Is he inside?”

“Yes.”

“You already reported?”

“No.”

Mourne’s red eyes settled on him.

He knew what he was really asking.

Possessed V.

The demon chained inside his chest.

The warning in his status.

The fact that it had laughed once and remained silent since.

Max swallowed.

The chain inside him tightened faintly.

No.

Nothing answered.

Good.

He tried not to hate that word.

The office door opened before Max could ask more.

A grey-haired clerk in red-trimmed black robes stepped out carrying a stack of sealed papers. She looked at Mourne, then Max, then Max’s new cloak.

“Knight Max,” she said.

The title still struck him wrong.

Not bad.

Wrong in the way armour had felt after Velm’s smith adjusted it. Better, but unfamiliar.

“Yes?”

“Wait here until called.”

Max glanced at Mourne.

The clerk had already walked away.

Mourne stepped through the open office door.

It closed behind her.

Max was left in the corridor.

Waiting.

He almost laughed.

Full knight of the Red Order.

Confirmed in ceremony.

Cloak on his shoulders.

Still waiting outside Draven’s office like a recruit who had been caught stealing food from the mess.

The world changed.

Blackhold did not.

He stood with his back to the wall and tried not to look like he was waiting.

That lasted perhaps three minutes.

Then he began pacing.

The corridor was long, narrow, and lit by iron wall sconces. Halfway down, a window slit showed the inner courtyard below. Max could see new intakes running drills under Voss’s voice. They moved badly. All elbows, fear, and borrowed aggression. A boy near the back tripped, scrambled upright, and kept running before the instructor could notice.

Max remembered being that tired.

That hungry.

That nameless.

He remembered thinking the selected recruits looked impossible when they returned from hunts. Hardened. Scarred. Armoured in knowledge he did not possess.

Now he wore a red cloak and still felt as if most of the world had only just opened its mouth.

A door opened further down the corridor.

Hale stepped out of a side room, saw Max, and paused.

For a moment, they simply looked at each other.

Hale’s red cloak was clasped neatly. His face scar made one side of his mouth seem sterner than the other. He held a file under one arm.

“Max,” he said.

“Hale.”

It was strange using names.

Names felt heavier now.

Hale glanced toward Draven’s door.

“Waiting?”

“Yes.”

“Same.”

“For what?”

“Assignment talk later.”

Max nodded.

Silence almost settled, but Hale shifted, looking as uncomfortable as Max felt.

“Congratulations,” Hale said.

“You too.”

“Didn’t think we’d all make it.”

“We didn’t.”

The words came out before Max could soften them.

Hale’s expression tightened.

“Brint.”

Max looked down the corridor.

“Yes.”

“He saved his knight,” Hale said.

Max looked back.

Hale’s jaw worked once.

“Mountain ogre had the knight pinned. Brint locked its hand around his own with Stone Grip. Wouldn’t let go. Got crushed before the knight could cut it down.”

Max said nothing.

There was nothing useful to say.

After a moment, Hale nodded once and walked away.

Max watched him go.

Stone Grip.

Brint had died holding on.

Blackhold collected stories like that and turned them into silence.

The office door opened again.

Mourne stepped out.

“Enter.”

Max straightened.

“Is it bad?”

“Yes.”

He stared.

Mourne’s mouth curved faintly.

“It is Draven.”

That was fair.

Max entered.

High Commander Draven’s office was exactly as Max remembered and not at all like he remembered.

The first time, he had seen it as a prisoner, then recruit, then candidate. The room had felt too large, too dark, too full of authority. Now it seemed more practical. Still intimidating, but less mystical.

A heavy desk of blackwood stood near the back. Behind it hung a map of Veyrath marked with pins, thread, wax seals, and little bone tabs. Shelves lined the walls. Some held books. Some held sealed boxes. Some held relic cases marked with warning sigils. A fireplace burned low, though the flames looked more red than orange.

Draven sat behind the desk in dark armour, red cloak draped over the chair behind him. He did not look up immediately. He finished writing something in a ledger, sanded the ink, closed the book, and only then fixed Max with his full attention.

Max stopped before the desk.

Mourne stood to one side, helmet held beneath one arm.

For once, her presence did not make the room less dangerous.

It simply gave Max a place to stand inside the danger.

“Knight Max,” Draven said.

Max’s shoulders tightened.

“High Commander.”

Draven studied him.

His eyes were as they had always been. Not glowing. Not dramatic. No visible magic. Nothing that shouted power.

That made them worse.

Max knew now what the Lord Commander’s skill could do. Or suspected. The Order had never said aloud. Draven certainly had not. But Max had been around enough frightening people to know when someone was reading more than his face.

The demon inside his chest remained silent.

The chain tightened anyway.

Draven’s gaze dropped briefly to the centre of Max’s chest.

Then returned to his eyes.

“How was your year?”

Max blinked.

Of all the questions he had expected, that was not one.

His mouth opened.

Closed.

Mourne’s expression did not change, but Max could feel her amusement like a knife in the air.

“How was it?” Max repeated.

“Yes.”

Max looked at Draven.

Then at Mourne.

Then back.

He thought of Caldris. The fiend. Vale torn in half. Mourne’s neck snapping. Possessed V. Slavers. Doppelgängers. The elder. Marric’s Rest. Goblin nests. Werewolves. Arachne. Rogue vampires. Inertium debt. Hangovers. Underchain markets. A fishing town without its bell.

“Educational,” Max said.

Mourne made a sound suspiciously close to approval.

Draven’s mouth did not move.

His eyes did, perhaps.

“Concise,” he said.

“I learned from Mourne.”

“That is unfortunate for conversation.”

Max was not sure if that was a joke.

Mourne replied, “Conversation survives.”

“Barely.”

Max stared between them.

The High Commander and Mourne joking with each other calmly was somehow more unsettling than threats.

Draven leaned back.

“You survived the year. Your knight has deemed you worthy. The Order has confirmed you as a full knight.”

Max nodded once.

“Yes, High Commander.”

“That does not mean you are free of supervision.”

The words landed like a weight he had expected but still did not want.

Max kept his hands still.

“Because of Possessed V.”

“Yes.”

There it was.

Spoken plainly.

The demon stirred faintly behind the chain.

Not voice.

Not pressure enough to matter.

Just awareness at the sound of its prison being named.

No.

Draven watched him.

Max realised the High Commander had seen the change.

Of course he had.

“You will remain attached to Knight Mourne,” Draven said. “Your partnership continues until she, I, and any specialist I appoint determine you are in no danger from the possession effect.”

Max almost laughed.

“In no danger?”

Draven’s gaze sharpened.

Max corrected himself.

“In acceptable danger?”

Mourne said, “Better.”

Draven continued. “There may be no state in which you are in no danger. We will settle for controlled danger.”

Max breathed through his nose.

Controlled danger.

That had become his life.

“Am I being watched?”

“Yes.”

He appreciated the honesty.

Mostly.

“By who?”

“Mourne. Me. Anyone I assign. Yourself, if you prove intelligent.”

“That last one seems unreliable.”

“It often is.”

Max did not know what to say to that.

Draven opened a folder on his desk.

Inside were reports. Mourne’s handwriting was sharp, efficient, and irritatingly neat. There were maps too. Notes. Route marks. A copied symbol of a chain around a tower. A rough sketch of the crowned skull mark. Another of Marric’s Rest.

Max’s attention caught on the fishing town.

His hands curled once.

Draven noticed.

“What do you want to ask?”

Max looked up.

“What is happening with the information we brought back?”

Draven turned one page.

“The city-states are forming a coalition army.”

Max went still.

“Already?”

“Yes.”

“To attack Marric’s Rest?”

“To break the slaver network on the western coast, recover the town if possible, destroy the encampment, seize records, and confirm the nature of the undead entity directing the operation.”

Max absorbed that.

A coalition army.

Not a Red Order team.

Not Mourne and him stalking through roads.

An army.

“How many city-states?”

“Seven openly. Three quietly. Velm is contributing coin, scouts, canal engineers, and deniable blades. Caldris is sending temple warders and priests after sufficient embarrassment. Two coastal cities are sending ships. One inland republic is sending infantry because pretending they had no citizens taken would be politically inconvenient.”

Max looked at Mourne.

She gave no reaction.

She already knew.

“Isn’t that too much?” Max asked.

Draven’s eyes settled on him.

“For slavers?”

“For one town.”

“Wrong scale.”

Max frowned.

Draven stood and moved to the map of Veyrath behind him. He placed one black-gauntleted finger on the western coast.

“Marric’s Rest is not the enemy. It is a visible wound.”

His finger moved inland, tracing roads.

“Camps. Carts. Paid guards. Merchant fronts. Debt contracts. Brokers. Coastal buyers. Shipping routes. Noble purchasers. Mines. False apprenticeships. Prison transfers. Necromantic marks.”

He tapped the coast again.

“When undead influence touches slave trade, you do not trim branches.”

Max stared at the map.

Draven’s voice remained flat.

“You root out the undead lands beneath it.”

The phrase chilled the room.

“Undead lands?” Max asked.

“Not Ossoria,” Draven said. “Not officially. But the dead cultivate influence anywhere the living can be made cheap enough.”

Mourne spoke then.

“Bone things like ownership.”

Max looked at her.

She continued, “They prefer bodies that arrive already named, counted, transported, and forgotten.”

Max thought of the pens.

The ledgers.

Names marked with prices.

Bodies becoming inventory.

“The slavers were feeding it.”

“Perhaps,” Draven said. “Perhaps it was using them. Perhaps both. We will know more when the coalition moves.”

Max looked at Marric’s Rest again.

“When?”

“Within three weeks.”

“That long?”

Draven’s eyes turned to him.

“Armies do not materialise because anger asks politely.”

Mourne said, “Unfortunately.”

Max swallowed his impatience.

Useful anger.

Not blind.

“What are we doing?”

“You and Mourne are not riding immediately to Marric’s Rest.”

Max’s jaw tightened.

“Why?”

“Because the two of you already found the wound. Others can strike it. Your presence may still be required, but until the coalition is ready, you have other duties.”

Max glanced at Mourne.

She gave nothing away.

“What duties?”

Draven returned to his desk.

“The rest of the newly initiated knights will receive instruction.”

Max blinked.

“Instruction?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going back to class?”

“Yes.”

The words hit harder than expected.

He looked at Mourne.

She looked almost pleased.

“You’re enjoying this.”

“Yes.”

Max turned back to Draven.

“I just became a knight.”

“Correct.”

“And I’m going back to class.”

“Yes.”

“For what?”

“The way the world works.”

Max opened his mouth.

Closed it.

Draven’s expression did not change.

“You know how to kill things. Some things. Under supervision. You know roads, field discipline, several monster types, basic politics, and enough restraint not to absorb every cursed object that smiles at you.”

“Most cursed objects don’t smile.”

“One did,” Mourne said.

Max glared at her.

Draven continued, “You do not understand continental politics, Order hierarchy beyond Blackhold, military command, law between states, noble immunity, church authority, trade power, relic ownership, undead treaties, city-state contracts, Imperial permissions, God King doctrine, or how to report without causing three separate governments to claim jurisdiction over the same corpse.”

Max stared.

“That last one happens?”

“Yes.”

“More often than it should,” Mourne said.

Draven folded his hands.

“Knights die from ignorance as often as claws. Sometimes more permanently.”

Max frowned.

“How is death more permanent?”

Draven looked at Mourne.

Mourne said, “He asks questions now.”

“I noticed.”

Max was not sure that answered anything.

Draven slid a document across the desk.

Max picked it up.

A schedule.

A class schedule.

He stared at it.

Newly Confirmed Knights — Foundation Instruction

Political geography.

Order command structure.

Continental threats.

Treaties and operating rights.

Relic law.

Church and cult distinctions.

Military cooperation.

Noble houses and protected bloodlines.

Investigation records.

Field ethics.

Monster citizenship and legal ambiguity.

Undead influence and necromantic economies.

Max looked up slowly.

“Necromantic economies?”

Draven said, “You brought one to our attention.”

“That sounds awful.”

“It is.”

“How long?”

“Until I decide you understand enough not to embarrass the cloak.”

“That could be forever.”

“Yes, but probably closer to two weeks.”

Mourne’s mouth curved faintly.

Max leaned back slightly.

“I still stay with Mourne?”

“Yes. You will attend instruction when in Blackhold. You will train under Mourne. You will report any manifestation, voice, pressure, dream, offer, hunger deviation, sanctified instability, or possession symptom.”

Max looked at the desk.

“Yes, High Commander.”

Draven’s voice hardened.

“No delays. No omissions.”

The words struck sharper because of what had happened with Mourne after his level had changed.

Max nodded.

“No delays. No omissions.”

“Good.”

Draven closed the folder.

“There is another matter.”

Of course there was.

Max waited.

“You will be asked what branch of service you wish to pursue.”

Administration.

Military.

Monster hunting.

Teaching after five years.

Knight-Captain Orlan’s lecture returned.

Max had assumed the answer was obvious.

Monster hunting.

Mourne’s work.

Roads, signs, pursuit, demons, vampires, doppelgängers, slavers, bone things, things that wore people.

But now the map of the world sat in his head beside the slaver ledgers.

Administration kept roads funded, contracts legal, reports filed, prisoners transferred, maps updated.

Military service moved armies when field teams found wounds too large to cut alone.

Teaching forged recruits before they died stupid.

Monster hunting found the things that hid.

What sort of knight did he want to be?

A year ago, the question would have meant nothing.

He had wanted food. Shelter. Survival. A name.

Now he had all of those except safety.

He looked at Mourne.

She watched him without expression.

He looked at Draven.

The High Commander waited.

Not impatiently.

Worse.

As if the answer mattered more than Max expected.

“I thought monster hunting,” Max said.

“Thought?”

“I still think that.”

“Why?”

Max looked again at the map.

At Marric’s Rest.

At the western coast.

At the routes marked by slavers.

“I don’t think I’m good at walls.”

Draven said nothing.

Max continued, words coming slowly.

“I don’t mean defending them. I mean being inside them. Administration, politics, noble houses, temples. I can learn it. I will learn it. But I don’t think I belong behind desks.”

“No one asked if you belonged behind a desk.”

“Administration did.”

Mourne’s mouth moved.

Max continued before she could comment.

“I want to find things before they become armies. Or before people pretend they are too small to matter. Camps. Nests. Cults. Relics. Slavers. Monsters wearing people. People worse than monsters.”

His hand drifted toward his chest.

He stopped it.

“I think I notice hunger.”

Mourne’s red eyes sharpened.

Draven did not move.

Max looked down.

“Maybe because of my Skill. Maybe because of everything else. But I notice when something wants too much. Or when someone has opened the wrong door. I think that is useful for hunting.”

Silence followed.

The fire cracked once.

Then Draven said, “It is.”

Max looked up.

“You will request monster hunting?”

“Yes.”

“Under Mourne?”

“If she’ll have me.”

Mourne’s expression did not change.

Draven looked at her.

“Well?”

Mourne said, “He remains inconvenient.”

Max almost smiled.

“He asks too many questions,” she continued.

The smile died.

“He is sentimental at the wrong times.”

Max frowned.

“Attached to poor jokes.”

He looked at her.

“Overfond of stealth effects.”

“That one is unfair.”

“Still tempted by useful objects with teeth.”

Max spread his hands slightly.

“And,” Mourne said, “he tells me before the demon speaks.”

The room went quiet.

Max stopped breathing.

Mourne looked at Draven.

“I will keep him.”

Max did not know what to do with that sentence.

It was not kind.

It was not soft.

It was not even fully about him.

But the weight of it settled under the red cloak like a hand on the shoulder.

Draven nodded.

“Then it is decided for now.”

For now.

Always for now.

Max could live with that.

Probably.

Draven sat again.

“Report to the east lecture hall at dawn.”

Max stared.

“Tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“I just got back.”

“You rode for a year. One more walk will not kill you.”

“Mourne might if I fall asleep.”

“Then stay awake.”

Mourne said, “He has experience with self-inflicted exhaustion.”

Max looked at her.

“I knew you’d bring that up again.”

“Actions have aftereffects.”

Draven looked between them.

“Leave.”

Max stood quickly.

Not too quickly.

He was learning.

“High Commander.”

He turned to go, then paused.

“What about Perrin?”

Draven’s gaze sharpened faintly.

“The unchosen recruit from your intake.”

“Yes.”

“He enters selection again.”

“Does he have a chance?”

“That depends on him.”

Max wanted a better answer.

He did not get one.

Mourne passed him and opened the door.

The meeting was over.

In the corridor outside, Max exhaled.

He had not realised how tightly he had been holding himself.

Mourne put on her helmet.

The vampire vanished.

The knight returned.

“You asked about Perrin.”

“Yes.”

“Attachment.”

“He’s my friend.”

“Still attachment.”

“I know.”

She started walking.

Max followed.

The red cloak moved behind him.

After a few steps, she said, “Not all attachments are weaknesses.”

Max looked at her.

But her helmet faced forward.

“Some are leverage,” she added.

There it was.

Almost kindness, safely ruined.

Max smiled anyway.

They walked through Blackhold’s command wing toward the stairs.

Below, new recruits shouted in training yards. Somewhere, newly confirmed knights were being sent to rooms, armouries, instructors, lectures, assignments, and whatever lives came after surviving a year.

Max had thought becoming a knight would feel like arrival.

It did not.

It felt like being handed a larger map and told he had only learned the first road.

At dawn, he was going back to class.

To learn the world.

To learn how not to start wars over corpses.

To learn why undead needed economies.

To learn what branch of the Order he would serve.

Monster hunting, probably.

With Mourne.

Until Possessed V was no longer a danger.

Or until it was.

Max touched the edge of his red cloak.

“What sort of knight do you think I’ll be?” he asked.

Mourne did not slow.

“If you live?”

“Yes.”

“Troublesome.”

“That’s not a branch.”

“It should be.”

Max laughed once.

The sound echoed softly down Blackhold’s dark stone corridor.

Ahead waited lessons.

Reports.

Marric’s Rest.

The coalition army.

Perrin’s selection.

Draven’s eyes.

Mourne’s training.

The demon behind the chain.

And a world too large for one red cloak to cover.

Max kept walking anyway.
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The Conclave of the Crowned Sun

The Conclave Hall of the God King had been built by people who did not believe in modesty.

It rose at the heart of the Holy Seat, beneath a dome wide enough to swallow lesser temples whole. Sun-gold pillars held up the ceiling, each carved with battles, miracles, treaties, burnings, coronations, betrayals, and victories edited into righteousness by chisels long since sanctified. Seven rings of white marble seats circled the central floor, rising tier by tier until the highest cardinals sat closer to the painted heavens than to the men and women they ruled.

Every surface reflected light.

Gold.

White.

Amber.

Polished marble.

Glass icons.

Sunfire lamps burning without smoke.

It was a room designed to make anyone inside feel seen.

That was why most of the Conclave hated meeting there.

At the centre of the chamber, on a raised dais beneath a crown of floating flame, sat the God King.

He should have looked imposing.

He did, technically.

He wore white and gold robes loose across a body that seemed human only because it chose to maintain the general theme. A crown of sunlight hovered above his dark hair without touching it. His skin held the warmth of dawn. His eyes were closed. One hand supported his cheek. One leg hung over the arm of the throne in a manner that would have caused three separate protocol masters to faint if any of them still believed they could correct him.

The God King looked bored.

The Conclave argued anyway.

They had been arguing for an hour.

Cardinal Thamior Vey stood on the central floor, one hand resting on a carved lectern, his red-and-gold mantle falling heavily around him. He looked older than he had during the mirror rite with Bishop Ardan, but no less sharp.

Before him floated three illuminated reports.

One from Caldris.

One from Blackhold, acquired through diplomatic channels and two favours best forgotten.

One from a Velm informant who had been paid enough to risk existing.

At the centre of all three was the same name.

Max.

Orphan.

Former Red Order recruit.

Now Knight Max of the Red Order.

Innate Skill: Absorption.

Sanctified flesh.

Possible possession.

Fiend-killer.

Relic-consumer.

Partner of Knight Vaelith Mourne.

Cardinal Ossian Merrow, broad-faced and heavy-jowled, struck the arm of his seat.

“A boy,” he said. “We are bending doctrine around a boy.”

Cardinal Lysandra Vale, whose family name was unfortunate enough to share sound with the dead inquisitor but no blood, leaned forward from the third ring.

“Brother Odran Vale died in that vault. The Radiant Hunger vanished. The boy’s blood burned a fiend. If you wish to call that ordinary boyhood, Ossian, I would enjoy hearing your definition of adolescence.”

A few cardinals murmured.

Ossian’s cheeks darkened.

“I did not say ordinary. I said unproven. Bishop Ardan himself admits he did not inspect the boy’s System.”

“As he should not have,” Cardinal Vey said.

Ossian turned his glare downward. “Taboo is useful until it becomes cowardice.”

“It is useful because it prevents frightened institutions from claiming every unusual child as property,” Vey replied.

That silenced several seats.

Not many.

Enough.

From the fifth ring, Cardinal Serephos of the Eastern Rite spoke in a voice soft enough that the room quieted to hear it.

“Let us be precise. The matter before us is not whether the boy is interesting. He is. The matter is whether he is significant.”

Another cardinal snorted.

“Significance is what historians assign to corpses.”

“Or what prophets assign to disasters,” Serephos replied.

The word prophet touched the room differently.

Even the floating sunfire crown above the throne flickered once.

The God King did not open his eyes.

Cardinal Vey lifted one of the reports.

“Six months before the Caldris breach, the Seer called a private gathering of high-ranked System powers. Her warning, obtained through secondary testimony, indicated that all her futures had changed. A power had awakened that threatened existing structures and would bring great change in the System.”

Ossian waved one thick hand.

“Prophets speak in fog and then sell umbrellas.”

Lysandra smiled thinly.

“Ossian, you would argue with a flood while drowning.”

“I would demand proof the water intended insult.”

“Enough,” said Cardinal Marcanth, oldest of the Conclave and too tired to shout. “Continue, Vey.”

Vey inclined his head.

“Timeline. The orphan Max awakened with the Innate Skill Absorption. One-word Skill. Broad application. Selected by the Red Order after arrest. Survived Blackhold training. Absorbed relic effects, corpse memories, emotional states. Chosen by Knight Mourne, who had never before taken a candidate.”

“Because the vampire recognised hunger,” Lysandra said quietly.

Several cardinals made warding signs at the word vampire.

The God King yawned.

No one commented.

Vey continued. “He survived contact with demonic objects in Velm and Caldris. In the Sun Vault, under extreme circumstances, he absorbed the corrupted holy relic known as the Radiant Hunger and the inquisitorial chain of Brother Odran Vale. He then defeated a manifested fiend by burning it with sanctified blood and breaking its anchor to the mortal world.”

Serephos steepled his fingers.

“You omit possession.”

“No. I delay it until those here stop pretending they do not already know.”

That caused a sharper murmur.

Ossian leaned back.

“There it is. He carries a demonic influence. Kill him and be done.”

Vey looked up slowly.

The temperature in the hall seemed to lower despite the sunfire lamps.

“You would execute a sanctified child carrying the remains of one of our own relics because the same event that empowered him also wounded him?”

“I would prevent the wound from becoming a gate.”

“And if killing him opens something worse?”

Ossian paused.

Vey’s mouth tightened.

“We do not know what Absorption did. We do not know whether the fiend fragment remains separate, bound, changed, or partially sanctified. We do not know whether the boy is vessel, prison, relic, weapon, victim, or all of these.”

“Then seize him,” Ossian said.

“From the Red Order?” Lysandra asked. “From Knight Mourne? From High Commander Draven? Shall we send a polite letter reading: ‘Dear Blackhold, please surrender your newly confirmed fiend-killer so we may open him like a theological cupboard’?”

A few cardinals laughed.

Very softly.

Ossian did not.

“Blackhold is not above the God King.”

At last, the God King opened one eye.

The entire Conclave went still.

It was not dramatic.

No thunder.

No flare of impossible light.

Just one lazy amber-gold eye opening beneath a crown of fire.

Ossian became very interested in silence.

The God King looked at him for a moment.

Then closed the eye again.

“Continue,” he murmured.

The word moved through the hall like warmth through blood.

Everyone breathed again.

Cardinal Marcanth spoke carefully. “There are practical concerns. The Red Order is useful. They cross borders where our priests cannot. They hunt what our armies are too visible to catch. Pressing too hard may turn cooperation into resistance.”

“Softness has costs,” said Cardinal Edrissa of the Purifying Flame. Her white robes were edged in red. “A sanctified body carrying demonic possession is contradiction made flesh. Contradiction spreads. People will worship him, fear him, exploit him, or try to become him. We should contain the matter before story outruns authority.”

“It already has,” Vey said.

He gestured.

A fourth report unfolded.

Songs.

Rumours.

Dock gossip from Harrowdeep.

Temple whispers from Caldris.

Underchain jokes from Velm.

The boy whose blood burns demons.

The Red Saint of Blackhold.

The hungry knight.

Mourne’s holy monster.

The vampire’s candle.

Several cardinals looked distinctly ill.

Vey let the rumours hang in the air.

“Story travels faster than doctrine.”

“Then doctrine must mount a faster horse,” Edrissa snapped.

Serephos looked toward the throne.

“Your Majesty has been quiet.”

The God King remained slouched, cheek resting on his hand, crown floating above him like a patient sunrise.

“I was enjoying the noise.”

No one knew how to answer that.

He opened both eyes this time.

The hall became brighter.

Not visibly at first.

Then too visibly.

Gold touched every face. White marble warmed. The reports floating before Vey trembled, their ink shining. The sunfire lamps bent toward the throne like flowers.

The God King sat up.

Barely.

It was enough.

“Absorption,” he said.

The word did not echo.

It did not need to.

“Hungry little Skill.”

Several cardinals lowered their eyes.

The God King looked at the reports without standing.

“An orphan. A prison wagon. Blackhold. A vampire. A fiend. An old sword that should have remained ashamed and buried. A chain from one of mine. A demon that failed to enter fully. Blood that burns what should not remain.”

His mouth curved.

“Interesting.”

Ossian dared to speak.

“Majesty, do you deem the boy significant?”

The God King’s gaze drifted to him.

Ossian immediately regretted the wording.

“Everyone is significant unto themselves,” the God King said lazily. “That is why ruling is tiring.”

No one laughed.

The God King leaned back again.

“But yes. The boy matters.”

The floating reports burned at the edges without being consumed.

“He should be part of the church.”

The chamber went silent.

Cardinal Vey closed his eyes briefly.

Edrissa looked triumphant.

Ossian looked relieved.

Lysandra looked worried.

Serephos looked fascinated.

The God King continued before any of them could begin the next argument.

“Not chained in a basement. Not flayed for doctrine. Not dragged through halls by people eager to make useful miracles out of frightened boys.”

His gaze flicked toward Edrissa.

Her triumph died.

“He should be taught. Watched. Fed properly. Given clean flame before the dirty one finds words. He carries something of ours, whether through accident, violence, or bad housekeeping.”

The God King’s smile sharpened.

“And something that is not ours.”

His eyes moved to Vey.

“Do not break Blackhold over him.”

Vey bowed deeply.

“No, Majesty.”

“Do not let Blackhold pretend he is only theirs.”

“No, Majesty.”

“Do not send fools.”

A pause.

“Define fools, Majesty,” Vey said carefully.

The God King closed his eyes again.

“Anyone too eager.”

That settled the matter more thoroughly than any vote.

The Conclave understood eagerness.

It was the most dangerous qualification in the church.

Cardinal Marcanth lowered his head.

“Then the Conclave shall deliberate implementation.”

The God King waved one hand.

“Yes. Implement at each other. Quietly.”

The crown of sunfire dimmed slightly.

The God King resumed his lazy posture.

The Conclave began arguing again, but softer now.

More carefully.

The decision had been made.

The boy mattered.

The boy should be part of the church.

And somewhere far from the Holy Seat, beneath Blackhold’s black stone, Max had no idea that a god had just reached one idle hand toward his life.


II

Tea With Old Monsters

The Author’s house stood in a place that did not appear on maps because maps had better survival instincts than cartographers.

From the outside, it looked like a cottage.

White walls.

Black roof.

A neat little garden.

Smoke curling from the chimney.

A blue door with a brass handle.

Three windows with flower boxes full of purple blooms.

It was charming in the way bait was charming.

Inside, it was larger.

Much larger.

The entrance hall opened into a library that curved beyond sight in both directions. Shelves climbed impossible heights. Ladders moved by themselves. Books whispered. Scrolls slept in glass cases. Ink bottles refilled when ignored. A grandfather clock ticked backward in one corner and forward in another.

At the centre of the library, beside a window showing a sea that had not existed for five hundred years, the Author poured tea.

He looked like a man in late middle age because he enjoyed the aesthetic. Brown hair streaked with silver. Neatly trimmed beard. Green coat. Ink-stained fingers. Eyes that did not reflect quite the same room everyone else stood in.

Across from him, barefoot and wearing shorts and a faded shirt that said I Survived the Third Apocalypse and All I Got Was This Shirt, lounged the Alchemist.

His hair was a mess.

His feet were on an antique table older than several kingdoms.

The Author kept looking at them.

The Alchemist kept pretending not to notice.

“Feet,” the Author said.

“Still attached.”

“Remove them from the table.”

“You always were possessive about dead trees.”

“That table was carved from the last branch of the Speaking Ash.”

“Then it can complain itself.”

The table creaked.

The Alchemist grinned.

The Author sighed and poured tea into a porcelain cup thin enough to reveal light through it.

“How do you take it now?” he asked.

“Dangerously.”

“That stopped being funny in the eighth century.”

“No, you stopped laughing in the eighth century. Important distinction.”

The Author added one drop of amber liquid from a crystal vial to the Alchemist’s tea.

The tea turned blue.

Then red.

Then invisible.

Then tea-coloured again.

The Alchemist lifted the cup and sniffed.

“Oh, that’s rude.”

“You asked for dangerous.”

“I asked for interesting. Dangerous is assumed.”

They drank.

For a while, neither spoke.

Old friends did not always need to fill silence.

Old enemies did.

They had been both, depending on the century.

The Author looked toward the impossible sea beyond the window.

“You missed the Conclave argument.”

“Did I?”

“You know you did.”

“I was busy.”

“Sleeping?”

“Strategically ignoring history.”

The Author smiled faintly.

“You attended the Seer’s meeting.”

“I was hungry.”

“You do not eat normal food.”

“I enjoy being offered it.”

“The Seer said all futures changed.”

“Yes.”

“The boy appeared soon after.”

“Many boys appear. It is the traditional method.”

The Author set down his cup.

“Max.”

The Alchemist’s grin widened slightly.

“There it is.”

“You know of him.”

“I know of many things.”

“Do not become unbearable.”

“Too late.”

The Author gestured, and a book slid from a high shelf, opened midair, and drifted between them. Pages turned without wind.

Words wrote themselves in black ink.Orphan.
Absorption.
Red Order.
Mourne.
Fiend.
Sanctified.
Possessed.

The Alchemist leaned back in his chair.

It tipped onto two legs.

The Author’s eye twitched.

“Interesting list,” the Alchemist said.

“Your definition of interesting has ended cities.”

“Only boring cities.”

“The Seer believes the boy is central to the changed futures.”

“The Seer believes many things before breakfast.”

“She was frightened.”

That quieted the room.

Books stopped whispering.

The clock ticked only forward.

The Alchemist lowered his cup.

“Was she?”

“Yes.”

“Hm.”

The Author watched him closely.

“You already knew.”

“I suspected something had woken.”

“What?”

The Alchemist looked into his tea.

For a moment, the reflection in the cup was not his face.

It was a door.

Then it was gone.

“Absorption is an old skill, i have seen its like before.” he said.

The Author’s expression sharpened.

“How old? Integration old?”

The Alchemist just smiled.

“That is not an answer.”

“It is several answers wearing one coat.”

The Author closed the floating book with a snap.

“I dislike when you become poetic.”

“I dislike when you pretend not to.”

“The prophecy—”

“Which one?”

“You know which one.”

“I know several. Most are terrible. One involved frogs.”

“The Seer’s.”

The Alchemist placed his cup on the antique table.

The table creaked again.

This time, he moved his feet.

The Author noticed.

Did not comment.

The Alchemist’s expression changed by degrees until the fool in shorts and a ridiculous shirt was still there, but no longer alone in his own face.

“Say it,” he said.

The Author’s voice lowered.

“When hunger takes what light could not hold,
when the red dead guides the living door,
when sainted blood cages the unclean guest,
the System shall remember a wound beneath its name.”

The library did not like the words.

Shelves leaned away.

Ink darkened.

Somewhere far off, a book slammed shut.

The Alchemist stared at nothing.

Then he laughed.

Not loudly.

Not dismissively.

Warmly.

Almost delighted.

The Author frowned.

“That is your response?”

“Oh, come now. That is excellent.”

“Excellent?”

“Red dead guiding the living door. Sainted blood. Unclean guest. System wounds. Very dramatic. Whoever wrote that had style.”

“You are impossible.”

“Yes.”

“This could be catastrophic.”

“Most worthwhile things are catastrophic to someone.”

“The System remembering a wound beneath its name does not concern you?”

“It concerns me greatly.”

“You are laughing.”

“I can be concerned cheerfully.”

“No, you cannot.”

“I have practised.”

The Author leaned back.

“I thought you would want to act.”

The Alchemist looked offended.

“I am acting.”

“Drinking tea?”

“Patiently.”

“That is not action.”

“It is for me.”

The Author studied him.

“You intend to wait.”

“For a bit.”

“Why?”

The Alchemist looked toward the impossible sea.

“Because if I step in too early, everyone behaves as if I matter most.”

“You often do.”

“Yes, and it is exhausting.”

“You think the boy must grow without you.”

“I think the boy is already surrounded by hands. Red Order. Church. Mourne. Draven. Demon. Skill. Hunger. Fear. Debt, apparently.”

The Author’s eyebrows rose.

“Debt?”

“Mourne bought him things.”

“Ah.”

“She is terrifying to the lesser.”

“You like her.”

“Obviously.”

The Author poured more tea.

“The God King wants the boy in the church.”

The Alchemist laughed again.

“That will go well.”

“It may cause conflict.”

“Of course it will. Institutions see rare things and immediately search for leashes.”

“And you?”

“I prefer doors.”

“That is worse.”

“Usually.”

The Author passed him a fresh cup.

“What do you know of the possession?”

The Alchemist’s face lost humour for the first time.

“Enough to know it should not be allowed to speak first.”

“Can it be removed?”

“Everything can be removed if one is willing to destroy enough. Wether the boy will be whole remains to be seen.”

“That is a horrifying answer.”

“It is an honest one.”

“Can it be removed safely?”

“Define safely.”

“For the boy.”

The Alchemist looked at him then.

The Author did not look away.

A smile returned, but softer.

“You have already chosen a side.”

“I write sides. I do not choose them.”

“Liar.”

“Yes.”

For a while, the only sound was tea being poured.

Then the Alchemist stood.

The chair did not fall back despite having every physical reason to do so.

“I will wait,” he said.

“For how long?”

“Until waiting becomes less interesting than arriving.”

“That could be too late.”

“That is true of every arrival.”

The Author sighed.

“You are going to enjoy this.”

The Alchemist stretched, barefoot on the old rug, absurd shirt wrinkled, eyes older than most languages.

“I have been bored for ninety-seven years.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is motive.”

He walked toward the blue door that had not been there a moment before.

At the threshold, he paused.

“Keep writing.”

“I always do.”

“No. Keep writing this.”

The Author’s expression shifted.

He understood the difference.

The Alchemist opened the door.

Beyond it was not garden.

It was a road under storm clouds, somewhere far away.

The Author called after him.

“What should I tell the others if they ask?”

The Alchemist looked back and grinned.

“Tell them I said the boy can have a little excitement before the old monsters start knocking.”

Then he stepped through the door and vanished.

The Author remained beside the tea table for a long time.

Finally, he opened a blank book.

The first line wrote itself before his pen touched the page.

The Alchemist laughed, and somewhere a young knight mistook progress for safety.

The Author frowned.

Then kept writing.

III

The Vampire on the Grey Water

The coast of Veyrath appeared through morning mist like a blade being drawn from a sheath.

First came the shadow of it.

Then the broken line of cliffs.

Then the dark pines above them, the gulls wheeling in the pale sky, and the long iron-grey shore where the sea crashed itself to white ruin against black stone.

Caryl Vossane stood at the prow and watched the continent rise from the water.

Veyrath.

Land of stone keeps, monster roads, old treaties, hungry things, and the Red Order.

He had crossed seas before. He had crossed worse things than seas. He had once travelled a river made entirely of memory and drowned twice without dying. But the sight of Veyrath still drew a slow, sour tension through his body.

Not fear exactly.

Though there was some of that.

Not dread.

Though there was more of that.

Recognition, perhaps.

The kind that came when one approached a place where old debts still had teeth.

The ship beneath him groaned as it cut through the water. It was a narrow three-masted merchant caravel out of the southern straits, painted in flaking blue and white, its hull patched three times over and its deck cluttered with rope coils, tar buckets, covered crates, and men who knew better than to ask too many questions of wealthy nocturnal passengers.

Caryl preferred such ships.

They were discreet because poverty and greed were cousins.

Behind him, boots sounded lightly on the deck.

He did not turn.

He knew the tread.

Too careful to be a sailor.

Too light to be a labourer.

Too smooth to be anything healthy.

“My lord,” said a woman’s voice.

Caryl sighed.

“Selka, if you call me that again, I shall throw you overboard to see whether the fish appreciate titles more than I do.”

Selka stopped at his shoulder.

She was young for their kind. Perhaps thirty years dead, which made her ancient beside mortals and infant beside him. Thin, sharp-featured, dressed in a black traveller’s coat with silver clasps and gloves too fine for sea work. Her hair, once probably fair, had gone almost colourless with undeath. Her eyes were red but not yet deep enough to be mistaken for rubies. They still carried some of the hot impatience of the living.

She folded her hands behind her back.

“Yes, Caryl.”

“Better.”

She looked toward the shore.

“We will make land within the hour.”

“I am aware.”

“The crew are asking whether we berth openly.”

That made him turn.

Selka held his gaze for less than a second before looking away.

Good. She was learning.

The deck was damp from salt spray. A pair of sailors worked the rigging above, pretending not to hear them. Near the stern, a bent-backed man in a hooded oilskin supervised the loading slings. He looked human enough at first glance, though he was not. Joren had once been a smuggler, then a corpse, then something between the two for the last eleven years. He was useful because he understood shipping ledgers, bribery, and how to keep his tongue behind his teeth.

Caryl looked back toward the approaching coast.

“No,” he said. “We do not berth openly.”

Selka frowned faintly. “The captain has papers.”

“The captain has forged papers.”

“He said they were respectable.”

“He also said the wine in the hold was from Velm. It came from a ditch outside a fishing town and tastes like insult.”

Selka almost smiled.

Almost.

Caryl looked at her sidelong.

“Do not become cheerful. It damages the aesthetic.”

“As you say.”

“Is that mockery?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I was concerned the sea had improved your manners.”

Selka inclined her head just enough to show she was listening and disobedient at the same time.

She had belonged to a minor blood house once, before that house ceased to exist in a fire, a scandal, and a sequence of unfortunate marriages. Caryl had found her in the aftermath and kept her because she was quick, vicious, and not entirely stupid. The last quality was rare enough to count as affection.

He turned back to the prow.

The shore was clearer now. Not a harbour. Too exposed. A rough crescent of black sand to the south of the cliffs, with old stone pilings jutting from the surf where a small jetty might once have stood.

Good.

Remote enough.

Not too remote.

Veyrath had long arms. Red cloaks longer.

“Where is Joren?” Caryl asked.

“Listening at doors he should not.”

“Excellent. Bring him.”

Selka moved away.

A moment later, Joren shambled up the deck with the same awkward half-bow he always used, as though one part of him still believed he should kneel and the other remembered he no longer possessed knees suited to the task.

“Master,” he said.

Caryl made a face.

“I dislike that almost as much.”

Joren’s ruined mouth twitched. “Caryl, then.”

“Better. Report.”

Joren wiped salt from one hand onto his coat.

“The captain says we can put in by the old pilings. He doesn’t like it.”

“Then he has taste.”

“He wants the second half of payment before the boats go over.”

“Of course he does.”

“He also wants assurance that whatever business we have in Veyrath will not result in his ship being burned, blessed, or impounded.”

Caryl considered.

“Can you honestly give him that assurance?”

Joren thought about it.

“No.”

“Excellent. Tell him that honesty is why I keep you.”

Joren bowed his head, which in his current condition looked less respectful than loose.

Selka watched the exchange in silence.

Caryl let his gaze drift again to the coast.

He had not set foot in Veyrath for forty-three years.

At the time, he had sworn not to return.

That had been after a banquet in a Free City manor, three missing magistrates, a blood oath he had no intention of honouring, and a duel with a Red Cloak who later became a bishop. It had been an untidy season. He had left the continent believing it too full of righteous people with sharp tools.

Time had improved nothing.

Worse, now he was coming willingly.

For Mourne.

He folded his hands behind his back, thumbs tapping lightly together.

Vaelith Mourne.

Little Thorn.

The Red Order’s pet horror.

The vampire who had walked away from courts, covens, obligations, and every elegant form of monstrous civilisation to bury herself in black stone and discipline. He had admired her for that once. Then resented her for it. Then admired her again because resentment had accomplished less than she had.

He had not seen her in decades.

Not since the Night Gallery in Serris, when she had left a count without a head and informed Caryl — in terms both vulgar and accurate — that if he ever brought politics into her hunt again, she would stake him to a chapel door and let pilgrims debate what species he had been.

Fond memory.

It made him smile despite himself.

Selka saw it.

“That expression worries me,” she said.

“It should.”

“Are you thinking about Mourne?”

“Yes.”

“Then it should worry me more.”

Joren coughed, a thick damp sound from a chest that had not been healthy in years.

“You are certain she’ll listen?”

Caryl’s smile faded.

“No.”

That was the problem.

Mourne had once listened to very few people.

Time had probably improved that even less than it had improved Veyrath.

“She may kill us on sight,” Selka said.

“She may try.”

“That is not reassuring.”

“It is more reassuring than certainty.”

“To whom?”

“To me.”

Selka muttered something in a dead dialect under her breath.

Caryl let it pass.

The wind shifted. Salt stung across the deck. Far overhead, gulls turned in white arcs. The continent loomed closer, every line of cliff and pine hardening into detail.

He felt it then.

Not through scent.

Not through hearing.

Through old instinct.

The shape of the land.

The pressure of wards somewhere beyond sight.

Veyrath was awake.

That was the difference between this continent and many others. Some lands held kingdoms. Some held roads. Some held monsters. Veyrath held vigilance. You could feel it in the bones of the coast. In the way the wind seemed to inspect you. In the heaviness lying behind the tree line. This was a continent that expected threats, built for them, and trained its children accordingly.

Selka must have felt some part of it too.

Her hand drifted to the knife at her belt.

“You said the Red Order’s main fortress is inland.”

“It is.”

“Then why do I already feel as though we are being watched?”

“Because you are not a fool.”

She looked displeased at the compliment.

That pleased him.

Joren leaned on the rail and peered toward the shore.

“If Mourne is in Blackhold, how do we reach her?”

“Carefully.”

“That is not a plan.”

“It is the only plan that has kept me alive this long.”

Selka crossed her arms.

“You haven’t told us the full mission.”

Caryl looked at her.

“Yes, I have.”

“No.” Her pale face remained still, but her voice tightened. “You said we are to find Mourne quickly and quietly. You said we are not to feed unless necessary, not to make local enemies, not to reveal old names, and under no circumstances to let Red Cloaks identify us before you speak to her. That is instruction. Not mission.”

Joren made a noise of agreement.

Caryl said nothing for a moment.

Perhaps because she was correct.

Perhaps because he did not like saying the rest aloud.

Finally, he spoke.

“There are movements among the old blood houses.”

Neither underling interrupted.

Good.

“Not the minor courts,” he said. “Not the gutter princelings and graveyard nobility who posture and feed and pretend history belongs to whoever survives longest. Older than that. Deeper.”

Selka’s eyes narrowed.

“The buried houses.”

“Yes.”

Joren swore softly.

Caryl ignored it.

“One of them is waking fully. Others are already bending knee.”

“To whom?” Selka asked.

Caryl’s mouth thinned.

“That,” he said, “is one of the reasons I need Mourne.”

She studied him.

“You think she’s involved?”

“No.”

“Targeted?”

“Yes.”

The word landed heavily.

Joren straightened despite his twisted spine.

“Because she left?”

“Because she refused.”

That silenced them.

Good.

The sea crashed louder now as the ship neared the ruined pilings. Sailors shouted. Lines were thrown. The captain barked orders from the quarterdeck and looked increasingly like a man regretting every choice that had led him to transport dead aristocrats and their decaying staff across open water.

Selka lowered her voice.

“If the buried houses are moving against her, why not send warning another way?”

Caryl let out a dry laugh.

“Because letters can be stolen. Messengers can be eaten. Mirrors can be watched. Priests can be bought. And because if I sent words without myself, she might assume trap and burn the paper unopened.”

“She might still assume trap.”

“She almost certainly will.”

Joren grimaced. “Then why come?”

Caryl looked once more at the grey shore of Veyrath.

Because the alternative was worse.

Because some debts remained debts even after decades.

Because Vaelith Mourne had once cut him free from a pact he had been too proud to admit was killing him.

Because she had called him a fool throughout the process and left before he could thank her.

Because the old houses did not stir without drowning half the room in blood.

Because if they were hunting Mourne, then the matter had already become larger than one vampire knight in black armour.

Because something else had reached Blackhold first.

Rumours travelled.

Caryl had heard too much in too many ports for coincidence to comfort him.

He answered simply.

“Because she needs to hear it from someone who understands what is coming.”

The ship lurched as the keel scraped shallower stone.

The captain shouted for the longboat.

Ropes splashed.

Wood knocked against wood.

They had arrived.

Selka adjusted her gloves.

Joren checked the short blade hidden in his coat, more habit than usefulness.

Caryl reached into his inner pocket and touched the slim bone tube resting there.

Still present.

Still safe.

He withdrew his hand.

“Listen carefully,” he said.

Both of them focused at once.

“When we make shore, we are merchants’ servants until that fails. If questioned, we are attached to a factor out of the southern straits. If followed, do not lead them to me. If separated, make for the nearest port tavern ugly enough that priests avoid it. Do not feed openly. Do not challenge local blood. Do not gamble with werewolves. Do not flirt with Free City officials. Do not steal from churches unless I become very specific.”

Selka’s mouth twitched.

Joren nodded.

“And if we find Mourne?” Selka asked.

Caryl looked toward land.

The gulls cried overhead.

The ruined jetty rocks foamed white with surf.

Beyond the coast, Veyrath waited like a clenched fist.

“If we find Mourne,” he said quietly, “we pray she remembers me before she decides to kill us.”

Then he stepped away from the prow as the longboat was lowered, and the shore of Veyrath rose to meet them.
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        The Clans of Thalrune

    
    
    
    
                Three months after leaving Blackhold, Max had learned that silence had weight.

Not the silence of barracks after lights-out, thick with fear and exhaustion.

Not the silence of graveyards, crypts, old ruins, or a waiting predator’s den.

A different kind.

Useful silence.

Chosen silence.

The sort Mourne valued.

The sort she had spent the last three months forcing into him until even his irritation had become quieter.

They had ridden far north and east from Blackhold, then cut west again through roads that became tracks, tracks that became game paths, and game paths that became nothing at all but bent grass, broken fern, and Mourne’s instinct for where trouble moved.

Max had completed his lessons at Blackhold before they left.

Political geography. Continental threats. Treaties. relic law. Noble protections. Church jurisdictions. Military chains of command. The structure of the Red Order across the seven great landmasses of the world.

He had hated parts of it.

Endured most of it.

Learned more than he expected.

He knew now that Veyrath was only one of seven great continents. That Thalrune lay to the northwest across stormy waters, a harsh land of fjords, mountain forests, raider clans, monster treaties, old blood customs, and people who treated winter as a personality test. That Ossoria belonged to the dead. That the vast southern continent held the greatest Red Order headquarters. That there were places where monster kingdoms sat beside human ports and neither pretended peace was anything but an agreement not to make the market inconvenient.

The world had become wider.

Mourne had made it narrower again.

Not by reducing it.

By making him pay attention to the parts that killed carelessness.

Hand signs.

Silent communication.

How to move in woodland without snapping branches or shifting birds.

How to test the ground with the halberd butt before stepping.

How to identify old snares, fresh snare lines, covered pits, bent trigger twigs, alarm bones, false cairns, scent wards, trip runes, sympathetic anchors, and the slight wrongness of magic laid into living terrain.

Study never admire.

Learn weaknesses and strengths.

And: if the forest becomes too quiet, assume something taught it manners.

At the moment, the forest was not quiet.

That was the problem.

Max rode a few lengths behind Mourne through a sparse pinewood broken by grey rock, heather, and the last dead yellow grasses of early spring. His new adjusted armour sat better on him now, the smith in Velm having rebuilt straps and plates to match the fact that he had grown broader through the shoulders and chest. The cold iron still carried that same stubborn dislike his Skill felt every time it touched the metal.

He had learned to work with that too.

Not conquer it.

Work with it.

His halberd rode in the saddle loop. The silver dagger sat at his side. Beneath his cloak, his movement felt easier now than it once had, thanks to absorbed relics and hard practice. He noticed more. Smelled more. Felt more.

Too much, often.

Which was why he knew they were being watched before the first rider showed himself.

His Absorption did not taste things the way a mouth did. Not really. It was pressure, instinct, metaphor, hunger translated into understanding. Most living things felt warm, dense, closed. Monsters often tasted wrong in some particular direction—rot, cold, sharpness, old blood, smoke, grief.

These watchers tasted of hunger.

Pack hunger.

Meat hunger.

Not starving.

Not desperate.

A strong, communal thing. Teeth near the surface. Fur beneath skin.

Max’s hand drifted toward his halberd.

Mourne’s left hand moved once without her looking back.

Two fingers down.

Still.

He obeyed.

A heartbeat later, three riders emerged from the pines ahead.

Then four more to the left.

Then two on the ridge above.

Then more behind.

Max counted twelve immediately, then lost count as the wood seemed to fill with them.

Raiders.

Well armed.

Not in patchwork brigand gear either. These were disciplined enough to match without uniform. Leather, chain, furs, layered wool, heavy boots, axes, spears, swords, round shields painted in dark reds and ash greys. Some wore old mail shirts with new leather over them. Several had bows already strung.

Every one of them wore their hair long.

That was the first thing Max noticed after the weapons.

Long hair in braids, cords, and knots. Some had the sides of their heads shaved. Some wore thick beards braided with bone beads or iron rings. A woman on the ridge had one side of her scalp shaved and the rest of her hair bound into six tight plaits falling down her back. Another rider wore wolf teeth threaded into his beard.

Clansmen, Max thought, if clansmen had been taught formation work by predators.

No one nocked an arrow.

No one charged.

They simply formed a living ring around Mourne and Max and waited.

Mourne sniffed once.

“Werewolves,” she said quietly.

Max kept his eyes moving.

“All of them?”

“And wolf kin.”

That explained the taste.

Wolf kin were not true werewolves, at least not by the classifications Blackhold used. Some were blood-touched descendants. Some had partial transformations. Some were born to monster clans instead of bitten into them. Stronger than humans, faster in short bursts, thick-blooded, dangerous in numbers.

And there were a lot of them.

Mourne raised one gauntleted hand away from her weapon, palm open.

“We are not hunting your kind today.”

No answer came at first.

Only the sound of shifting horses and wind through the pines.

Then one of the riders ahead smiled, showing canines too long to be fully human.

“That is fortunate,” he said. “We were told the same.”

He gestured with his spear.

“Ride.”

Max looked at Mourne.

Her helmet remained fixed ahead.

She gave no order, but her horse moved, and Max followed because the alternatives were limited and mostly ended in bleeding.

The raiders closed around them without jostling or touching. Tight enough to prevent escape. Loose enough to imply confidence.

That was worse.

They rode for perhaps twenty minutes through broken woodland that opened into a basin between low hills. There, the camp waited.

It was not a crude raider camp.

That was Max’s second surprise.

It was large. Organised. Semi-permanent by the look of it. Thick hide tents stood in ordered rows. Long fire pits burned down the centre. Horses were tethered in neat lines. Drying racks held skins and strips of meat. Shield walls had been made from linked carts and sharpened stakes. Watch posts stood on the ridges. Smoke rose from cookfires. Children moved between tents under guard. Not many, but some. So not just a raiding band. A clan host or a war camp.

Dozens of eyes followed them as they entered.

Men and women both. Wolf kin obvious among them—yellow or pale eyes, heavy shoulders, scarred faces, the too-alert stillness of predators trying to be civil. Here and there Max saw true werewolves in human form or something close to it: broader frames, thicker necks, nails more like claws, mouths that sat a little too wide.

No one spoke much.

The camp parted for them.

At its centre stood a tent larger than the rest, built from thick dark canvas and layered hides, with tall carved poles at the entrance and a pair of white wolf skulls mounted above the flap.

Before it stood a man wearing a massive wolf pelt over his shoulders.

At first Max thought it was ceremonial.

Then he realised it might not be.

The pelt’s head rested atop the man’s own like a hood, jaws open above his brow, white fangs framing his face. He was enormous—not ogre-big, but thick through the chest and arms in a way that made armour seem optional. His beard was braided into three ropes tied with silver rings. His hair, pale blond streaked with iron-grey, was gathered back in heavy warrior plaits. Scars crossed one cheek and one bare forearm. A long axe rested against his shoulder.

He grinned when he saw Mourne.

And there was actual warmth in it.

“Well,” he said. “Little Thorn.”

Mourne’s helmet tilted up slightly.

“Hrodgar.”

The man laughed, a deep booming thing that rippled through the camp.

“So it is you.”

He looked at Max.

“And the boy.”

Max disliked being called that.

Mourne said nothing.

Hrodgar spread one arm wide toward the main tent.

“You come into my camp surrounded, and still you look as if the inconvenience is mine. Good. Come. Let us speak before your young one does something brave and regrettable.”

Max’s grip tightened on the reins.

Mourne dismounted first.

That was answer enough.

Max slid down more slowly, keeping his body loose and ready even if it would not matter much. He could feel the werewolves around them now more strongly at ground level. The whole camp tasted like hunger banked behind manners.

Hrodgar noticed him noting it.

“Do not worry,” he said. “If I wanted you torn open, we would have skipped the hospitality.”

“That is reassuring in the worst possible way,” Max muttered.

Hrodgar barked another laugh.

“Mourne, your boy speaks.”

“Occasionally.”

“Pity.”

He lifted the tent flap.

Inside, the main tent was warmer than Max expected and far more luxurious than any raider’s hall had a right to be. Thick rugs covered the ground. Lanterns hung from carved beams. A brazier burned at the centre. Furs and woven hangings lined the walls, many worked in red, blue, and white geometric patterns Max did not recognise. A long table held carved cups, maps weighted with knives, and a half-dismantled boar carcass on a plank. At the back stood a raised platform covered in layered pelts and blankets.

War camp outside. Chieftain’s hall inside.

Hrodgar dropped into a heavy chair and gestured for them to sit on the benches opposite. Someone entered immediately with a broad clay jug and three carved cups.

“Mead,” Hrodgar said. “From Thalrune. Not the weak sweet water the southern ports sell to merchants.”

He poured.

The mead smelled of honey, spice, and something stronger under it.

Max did not touch his cup.

Neither did Mourne.

Hrodgar took this as a personal challenge and drank from his own with obvious enjoyment.

“Still difficult,” he said.

Mourne’s reply came flatly. “Still alive.”

“That is often enough.”

He leaned forward, forearms on knees, wolf pelt shifting around him.

Mourne asked the question before Max could.

“What are you doing in Veyrath?”

Hrodgar’s expression did not lose its ease exactly, but something under it firmed.

“Clan business.”

“Specific.”

“You always did hate broad answers.”

“They waste time.”

“Only if one values time above suspense.”

Mourne said nothing.

Hrodgar sighed theatrically and scratched at his beard.

“Very well. The clans crossed because they were ordered to cross.”

“By whom?”

“The Overjarl.”

There was weight in the title.

Max knew enough from Blackhold’s classes to recognise it. Thalrune was not a kingdom in the normal sense. It was a continent of competing jarldoms, raider confederacies, old monster compacts, and enough clan blood feuds to keep historians employed. An Overjarl was not precisely a king. More a first warlord among many—acknowledged by strength, wealth, fear, or all three.

Mourne’s voice cooled further.

“Which Overjarl?”

Hrodgar looked at her as though the question were half amusement and half accusation.

“Must you ask?”

Mourne did not answer.

Hrodgar grinned.

“The Strongest.”

Mourne went still.

The title landed harder than the others.

He didn't understand it fully.

Hrodgar watched his expression and clearly enjoyed what he saw.

“Yes,” he said. “That one.”

Mourne did not move.

“Why?”

Hrodgar’s eyes shifted between them.

“Because there are movements among the Eighteen.”

Max frowned.

“The eighteen?”

Hrodgar looked at him.

Then at Mourne.

Then laughed in disbelief.

“You have him travelling with you and you taught him fighting before history?”

Mourne replied, “Trap identification is more useful.”

“That is criminal.”

“To scholars, perhaps.”

“To anyone with ears.” Hrodgar pointed a thick finger at Max. “Boy, has she told you nothing?”

“Enough,” Mourne said.

“Clearly not.”

Max looked between them.

“Who are the Eighteen?”

Hrodgar stared.

Actually stared.

Then leaned back, laughing so hard he nearly spilled his mead.

Mourne sat motionless through it.

When he finally caught his breath, Hrodgar wiped one eye.

“Little Thorn, your teaching is savage in ways I had not appreciated.”

“He does not need mythology.”

“Mythology?” Hrodgar barked another laugh. “Listen to her.”

He looked at Max.

“The Eighteen are gods.”

Mourne scoffed immediately.

“They are not.”

Hrodgar ignored her.

“The greatest powers in the world. The ones who can level armies, break kingdoms, drown continents in trouble, or save them if the mood takes them. The figures rulers pray to, curse, bargain with, or pretend do not exist depending on how frightened they are.”

“Exaggerated,” Mourne said.

Hrodgar shrugged one massive shoulder.

“Only slightly.”

He counted on scarred fingers as he spoke, as if naming legends around a fire.

“The Alchemist. The Omnimancer. The Strongest. The Death Knight. The Smith. The Necromancer. The Emperor. The God King. The Broker. The Shadow. The Duplicator. The Seer. The Author. The Voice. The Exquisite. The Fastest. The Tinkerer. The Ghost.”

Max listened in silence.

The names felt ridiculous and enormous at once.

Some he knew by title only. Some by reputation from Blackhold’s classes. The Emperor and the God King were obvious. The rest existed in the same category as mountain ranges and storms—real, perhaps, but too large to fit into ordinary thought.

Hrodgar lifted his cup again.

“Different lands tell it differently. Some say they are the first and greatest awakenings after Integration. Some say they are saints. Some say they are living legends. Some say they are the last proof that mortal men should never be given power broad enough to name themselves.”

Mourne’s voice cut across him.

“They are people.”

Hrodgar looked at her.

She continued, “People who progressed their Innate Skills further than most. Strong. Dangerous. Ancient, some of them. Influential. Not gods.”

Hrodgar smiled without humour.

“What is the difference?”

Max almost answered.

Stopped himself.

Mourne did answer.

“The difference matters when you decide whether you can kill them.”

For a moment, the tent was still.

Then Hrodgar laughed again, softer this time.

“There you are.”

He drained the rest of his mead and set the cup aside.

“The Strongest has called the clans. That alone means the world is moving. And among the instructions carried out over sea and storm was one simple order.”

His gaze settled on Mourne.

“Find you.”

Then on Max.

“And the boy with you.”

Max’s stomach tightened.

“For what?” he asked.

Hrodgar’s eyes shifted back.

“To be taken in. Alive. With as much dignity as circumstances permit.”

Mourne’s voice sharpened. “Why?”

“I was not given the luxury of why.”

“You accepted that.”

“I am a jarl, not a philosopher. Orders from that high come with fewer explanations.”

Mourne was silent.

Max could feel his own heartbeat in his throat now. Around them, outside the tent, the camp moved and breathed. Too many fighters. Too many monsters. Too many horses. Too many weapons.

Too much.

Hrodgar spread his hands slightly.

“I was instructed to capture you. Not mutilate you. Not torment you. Not hand you to lesser butchers. If you come with us calmly, you will be treated with respect.”

Max laughed once, too sharp.

“Respectfully captured.”

Hrodgar looked at him.

“Yes.”

“That’s stupid.”

“So is resisting overwhelming force.”

Max’s hand drifted toward the halberd he had leaned by the bench.

Mourne’s fingers moved once at her side.

A quick, subtle signal.

No.

Still.

Wait.

He clenched his jaw.

Hrodgar noticed everything and pretended not to.

“Relinquish your weapons,” he said. “And your armour.”

Max’s head snapped toward him.

“No.”

Mourne did not look at Max, but she said, “We will comply.”

That felt worse than any threat.

Hrodgar inclined his head.

“Wise.”

Max stared at her.

Wise?

They could fight. They had fought worse things than werewolves. Fiends. Doppelgängers. Slaver camps. A vampire coven in a drowned chapel. Arachne beneath ruined mills.

But not this.

Part of him knew that already.

The rest was angry enough to ignore the numbers.

They were escorted out of the tent into a clearing between the war leader’s pavilion and a ring of shield carts. The camp had gathered to watch.

Max hated that most.

Not the danger.

The audience.

A broad-shouldered woman with braids threaded in bone rings stepped forward to collect weapons. Another pair came for belts. Another for cloak clasps. Max’s halberd was taken first. The moment he let go of it, his whole body tensed as if losing a limb. The silver dagger followed. Then the stakes. Then every hidden knife Mourne had not hidden well enough from people who lived their lives frisking armed strangers.

Then came the armour.

Cold iron plates were unbuckled piece by piece beneath the eyes of the camp. Max kept his face blank with effort that bordered on pain. The air bit colder against his underlayers as the breastplate came off, then the pauldrons, vambraces, greaves. The wolf kin handling the gear grunted at the weight but did not mishandle it.

Respectful capture, apparently, had its own rituals.

Mourne allowed the same treatment, though watching strangers strip armour from the vampire knight felt fundamentally unsafe. Her clawed gauntlet was removed last. One of the wolf kin hesitated while taking it. Sensible.

Mourne’s red gaze remained flat through the whole process.

No embarrassment.

No visible anger.

Only calculation.

That frightened Max more than if she had snarled.

Once disarmed and reduced to travelling clothes and underlayers, they were led deeper into the camp to another large tent on the eastern side. This one was not crude holding space. It was almost another guest hall—layered rugs, furs, a low table, two camp beds, a chest, a water basin, and even a brazier burning cleanly. Outside, Max could hear at least four sentries moving.

The tent flap closed behind them.

For the first time since the riders emerged from the trees, they were alone.

Max turned on Mourne immediately.

“Why didn’t we fight?”

His voice came out low and hard, but louder than he intended after so much forced calm.

Mourne stood in the centre of the tent, flexing her now unarmoured hands one by one as if reacquainting herself with the absence of gauntlets.

“Because we would lose.”

“We don’t know that.”

“We do.”

Max took a step toward her.

“There weren’t that many.”

Mourne looked at him.

Actually looked at him.

“Seventeen riders visible on first surround. More in the camp. At least sixty fighters overall, likely more beyond immediate lines. Hrodgar himself. Several true werewolves. Multiple wolf kin elites. Unknown shamans. Unknown relics. Unknown night sentries. We are outnumbered, underprepared, away from support, and on ground they chose.”

Max opened his mouth.

She cut him off.

“You could kill some.”

That stopped him.

Mourne continued, voice quiet and merciless.

“I could kill more. Then they would pin us under bodies and numbers until one of them took your throat and six more kept me occupied long enough for something heavier to finish the task. Or they would simply burn the tent around us once night fully falls. Or Hrodgar would shift and break you before I could clear space.”

Max breathed through his nose.

Anger wanted motion.

Anger wanted the halberd back in his hands.

Anger wanted proof that being a knight meant more than being escorted politely to prison.

Mourne’s red eyes did not leave him.

“We are nowhere near strong enough.”

The words landed hard because he knew she did not say them lightly.

Not as insult.

As fact.

Max looked away first.

His hands curled at his sides.

“They want to take us to one of the Eighteen.”

“Likely.”

“You’re taking that too calmly.”

“No.”

He looked back.

Mourne’s face was still, but something colder sat beneath it now.

“No,” she repeated. “I am taking it usefully.”

Max let out a breath.

That was a Mourne answer if ever there had been one.

He paced once across the width of the tent.

The rugs muffled the movement.

“They called them gods.”

“Many do.”

“They’re not?”

“They are people.”

“Who can order clans across continents.”

“Yes.”

“Who can apparently have us captured.”

“Yes.”

“Who sat in a meeting and decided things about the world before I was born.”

“Yes.”

Max turned sharply.

“And you thought I didn’t need to know?”

Mourne regarded him for a long moment.

Then said, “Until now, you did not.”

He almost argued.

Then stopped.

Because that, infuriatingly, sounded true.

Knowing about the Eighteen a year ago would have changed nothing. Knowing now changed little except the shape of his ignorance.

Mourne moved to the edge of one camp bed and sat, posture still straight despite exhaustion that lesser people would have admitted.

“Hrodgar is not our enemy,” she said.

“He captured us.”

“Yes.”

“That sounds like an enemy.”

“It sounds like a problem. Problems and enemies overlap, but not completely.”

Max made a frustrated sound.

Mourne continued.

“I know him.”

“From Thalrune.”

“Yes.”

“You trust him?”

“No.”

That was immediate.

Max frowned.

“But?”

“I trust his motives more than his kindness. He will do what his Overjarl ordered. Within that, he will likely keep his word about treatment unless given reason not to.”

“And if the reason appears?”

“Then we respond.”

Max stopped pacing.

The brazier crackled softly between them. Outside, he heard a burst of laughter, then low voices, then the tread of someone circling the tent.

He thought of the main hall. Of Hrodgar talking about movements among the Eighteen. Of the Strongest calling clans across the sea. Of the way everyone else treated such things as large, dangerous, and not entirely surprising.

Movements among the Eighteen.

Was this connected?

Likely.

How much of his life was already being tugged by people too distant to see clearly?

Too much.

He sat on the other camp bed and ran a hand through his hair.

“We’re just going to wait?”

Mourne shook her head once.s

“We are going to be patient.”

“That sounds suspiciously similar.”

“It is not.”

He gave her a flat look.

She returned it.

“Waiting is passive,” Mourne said. “Patience is preparation held in check.”

Max let that sit.

Another Blackhold lesson in different clothes.

“What do we prepare for?”

“Observation first. Then opportunity.”

“You think one will come?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“No.”

That at least was honest.

Mourne leaned back slightly, gaze turning toward the tent wall as if she could see through it to the camp beyond.

“Hrodgar likes appearing larger than his plans,” she said. “That can be used. Clans have hierarchies, grievances, rivalries, pride. Werewolves are pack creatures, not uniform ones. There will be tension here. Also curiosity.”

“About us?”

“Yes.”

“Good curiosity or bad curiosity?”

“Usually the same thing.”

Max rubbed at his face.

He missed his armour. He missed the weight of the halberd. He missed having choices that involved movement.

“They took everything.”

“Not everything.”

He looked at her.

Mourne met his eyes.

“We still have our Skills.”

Max went still.

The thing behind the chain in his chest shifted faintly at the thought.

No voice.

Just presence.

Mourne noticed the minute change.

Her expression did not alter.

“Control,” she said.

He nodded once.

“Yes, Knight.”

For the first time since entering the tent, the corner of Mourne’s mouth moved.

Not a smile.

Close enough to remember one.

“Good,” she said. “Now start thinking.”

Max stared at the brazier, at the low blue flame licking around black wood.

Outside, the camp of Thalrune’s clans breathed around them. Werewolves. Wolf kin. Raiders with braided hair and old loyalties. A war leader in a giant pelt who laughed too easily and obeyed orders too high for comfort. Somewhere beyond all that, an Overjarl called the Strongest had decided he and Mourne were worth taking.

Beyond that lay the Eighteen.

Beyond that, perhaps worse.

Max sat in the luxurious prisoner’s tent, stripped of armour and weapons, and forced himself to breathe slowly.

Patience, then.

Observation.

Opportunity.

He did not like any of it.

But he had learned enough from Mourne to know liking rarely mattered.

Outside, a horn sounded once across the camp.

Inside, Mourne closed her eyes—not sleeping, never quite that—and said quietly,

“We survive this part first.”

Max looked at her, then at the tent walls, then at his empty hands.

And for the first time since the raiders emerged from the trees, he understood fully that this was not a skirmish.

This was the beginning of something larger.

Something old.

And he was already inside it.

            

    
        Teeth Bared

    
    
    
    
                The warband woke slowly the next morning.

That irritated Max more than it should have.

He had expected movement. Captivity felt like it should have direction, even if that direction was terrible. Instead, the camp woke slowly around them, unfolding under grey dawn with the practised rhythm of people who had done this across half the world and several kinds of weather.

No one rushed.

No one shouted without purpose.

Fires were fed. Horses were watered. Spears were checked. Axes sharpened. Children carried bundles under watchful eyes. Women with braided hair and wolf-tooth charms packed tents with brutal efficiency. Men stripped bedrolls, folded hides, counted arrows, tightened straps, and dragged shield carts back into order.

The Thalrune warband did not look like an army.

It looked older than one.

Less polished. Less obedient. More alive.

That made it worse.

Max stood just inside the entrance of their assigned tent, wrists unbound, body unarmoured, cloak gone, weapons gone, every part of him aware of what was missing. The morning air bit through his underlayers. He could feel the absence of cold iron like the absence of skin.

Mourne stood beside him.

She had been allowed her black underclothes and boots but not armour. Without the gothic plate, clawed gauntlet, skull belt, and red cloak, she looked smaller. Pale. Slighter. Almost fragile to anyone who had never seen her break a fiend’s limb or tear open a doppelgänger.

The raiders knew better.

Most gave her space.

Not respect, exactly.

Respect in the clans seemed to involve staring directly at danger and deciding whether to smile.

But space, yes.

They gave Mourne space.

They did not give Max the same.

He felt it before he understood it.

Eyes.

Not the whole camp. Not constant. But enough.

A few children watched him with open curiosity. Several younger raiders looked at him and whispered. Older warriors assessed him the way the smith in Velm assessed metal: with the expectation that flaws existed and only needed pressure to show.

One watched more than the rest.

She stood near a line of saddled horses, arms folded across a chest covered in dark leather and wolf-fur, pale hair braided close along one side of her skull and loose down the other. She was tall, taller than Max by a little, broad through the shoulders, with amber eyes and a scar crossing the bridge of her nose. A pair of hand axes rested at her belt. Her teeth were too sharp for human.

Wolf kin, Max guessed.

Not fully werewolf.

Not fully human.

Something in between and proud of it.

She stared at him.

He looked back.

She bared her teeth.

Not a smile.

Not quite a snarl either.

A statement.

Max’s hands twitched.

No weapons.

No armour.

No immediate violence.

He looked away first because Mourne’s hand moved once beside her thigh.

A small signal.

Do not feed it.

The wolf-kin woman made a soft sound in her throat.

Not speech.

Worse.

Amusement.

Max hated her immediately.

They broke camp after midday.

The delay, apparently, had been for scouts returning from the south and a negotiation between Hrodgar and two grey-haired clan elders over route, weather, and whether one of the carts had offended a horse. Max understood none of the argument. It was conducted in a Thalrune dialect full of hard consonants, low growls, and occasional laughter that sounded like threats.

Then the camp moved.

Not toward Blackhold.

Northwest.

Deeper into broken country.

Hrodgar’s warband travelled in a stretched column through pine, stone, and open moorland. Riders moved along both flanks. Scouts ranged ahead. Shield carts rolled in the centre. The children, supplies, and prisoners travelled near the middle.

Prisoners.

Max and Mourne.

Respectfully captured.

The phrase continued to be stupid.

They were given horses. Not their own. Grief and Max’s brown horse had been taken somewhere ahead under guard. Mourne watched that with a stillness that made even Hrodgar’s people careful. Max did not know whether he was more worried for Grief or the people guarding Grief.

The horse Max rode was smaller, shaggy, and mean-eyed.

It disliked him instantly.

“At least you have personality,” he muttered.

The horse tried to bite his knee.

Mourne rode beside him on a grey mare that had the good sense to fear her quietly.

The wolf-kin woman rode behind them.

Always behind.

Not close enough to touch.

Close enough to be felt.

Max could feel her gaze between his shoulders. Whenever he turned his head slightly, she was there. Amber eyes. Braids. Teeth. That same condescending look, as if he were a pup pretending at fangs.

She never spoke.

That made it harder to ignore.

By the second hour, Max’s patience had become a thin, unpleasant thing.

He leaned slightly toward Mourne.

“Who is she?”

Mourne did not look back.

“Which one?”

“You know which one.”

“Yes.”

“Then why ask?”

“To see if frustration made you imprecise.”

He breathed through his nose.

“The wolf-kin woman behind us. Pale hair. Two axes. Keeps looking at me like I’m a bad smell.”

Mourne’s eyes flicked sideways.

“Yrsa.”

“You know her?”

“No.”

“Then how—”

“Hrodgar named her earlier.”

Of course he had.

Max had been too busy noticing missing weapons and too many teeth to catch names.

“What is her problem?” he asked.

“You.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the centre of one.”

Behind them, Yrsa made that low amused sound again.

Max stiffened.

Mourne said softly, “She hears better than you.”

Max forced his jaw unclenched.

“Good.”

“No. Useful.”

He glanced at her.

Mourne’s pale face remained forward, wind tugging at short black hair around her jaw.

“The clans value fighting prowess above most other virtues,” she said. “Birth matters. Blood matters. Oath matters. But none as much as strength proven where others can see.”

“She respects you.”

“Yes.”

“Because you proved yourself?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Several times.”

Max waited.

No more came.

He sighed.

Mourne’s mouth moved faintly.

“Ask better.”

“What did you do?”

“I killed a winter troll during a raid on a blood court in northern Thalrune. Later, I held a bridge against six wolf kin while Hrodgar removed a cursed spear from his own lung.”

Max turned to look at her properly.

“You never mentioned that.”

“You never asked if I had held bridges in Thalrune.”

“That is a very specific thing to ask.”

“Yes.”

Behind them, Yrsa spoke for the first time.

Her voice was low, rough, and edged with amusement.

“She was smaller then.”

Mourne glanced back.

Yrsa grinned.

Mourne said, “You were not born then.”

The grin vanished.

Max almost laughed.

Almost.

Mourne looked forward again.

“Her mother may have seen it. Or her mother’s mother.”

“Then why does she look at me like that?”

“Because I have proof. You do not.”

“I’m a Red Cloak.”

“You are a new Red Cloak.”

“I killed a fiend.”

“Not where she saw it.”

“I killed an elder doppelgänger.”

“Not where she saw it.”

“I helped break a slaver network.”

“Not where she saw it.”

Max ground his teeth.

Mourne’s voice remained even.

“The clans respect witnessed strength. Stories are wind until blood lands.”

That sounded like something Hrodgar would say.

Max looked at Yrsa again.

She lifted her chin slightly.

Not challenging openly.

Not yet.

But close enough.

“What if I duel her?” Max asked.

Mourne did not answer immediately.

That made him pay attention.

“You could.”

He blinked.

“I could?”

“Yes.”

“The raiders would allow that?”

“They would enjoy it.”

Behind them, Yrsa’s grin returned.

Max ignored it badly.

Mourne continued, “A formal challenge would be accepted if phrased correctly. Hrodgar would likely permit it for sport, pride, and information.”

“Information?”

“To see what you are.”

Max’s skin prickled.

That felt closer to the truth than sport.

“But?” he asked.

Mourne’s eyes moved to him.

“If you challenge her, she chooses weapons.”

Max frowned.

“Why?”

“Clan custom. The challenged chooses the shape of the test, within limits.”

“That favours her.”

“Yes.”

“Of course it does.”

“You would be entering their game.”

Max looked back at Yrsa’s axes.

“She chooses axes.”

“Likely.”

“I’ve trained with the boarding axe.”

“Some.”

“Not paired axes.”

“No.”

“Great.”

Mourne’s voice lowered.

“You want to fight.”

Max looked forward.

The road dipped into a low valley where heather grew thick between stones. The column stretched ahead, braids, fur, iron, horses, carts, smoke from carried embers, children walking beside riders, hunters moving like wolves with human posture.

“Yes,” he said.

“Why?”

“She keeps treating me like prey.”

“Partial answer.”

His hands tightened around the reins.

The horse flicked an ear back, annoyed.

Max forced himself to examine the feeling.

That was another thing Mourne had trained into him.

Do not simply feel. Identify.

Anger.

Humiliation.

Restlessness.

Weapons gone.

Armour gone.

Watched.

Measured.

Contained.

And beneath all that, something worse.

An itching under the skin.

Not the demon, not exactly.

Not Absorption either, though Absorption leaned toward the hunger around him like a dog scenting meat.

This was him.

He wanted to fight.

Not because it was wise.

Because the last day had made him small.

Because the red cloak had only just settled on his shoulders before it was taken.

Because becoming a knight and then being disarmed in front of a camp had opened some ugly place behind his ribs.

Because Yrsa looked at him as if she saw that place and found it amusing.

“I need to prove I’m not helpless,” he said.

Mourne was silent.

He expected correction.

Instead, she said, “Better.”

“Better?”

“More honest.”

“That doesn’t mean good.”

“No.”

“Should I not?”

“I did not say that.”

Max looked at her sharply.

Mourne rode on.

“You think I should challenge her?”

“I think you should understand what you are doing before you do it.”

“That sounds like no.”

“It is not.”

“Then what is it?”

“Patience.”

He nearly groaned.

“I’m beginning to hate patience.”

“You are improving at it.”

“Those are not related.”

“They are often related.”

The column halted before evening in a wide hollow sheltered by three ridges. The warband formed camp with impressive speed. Carts were circled. Tents went up. Fires were dug low. Horses tethered. Scouts sent outward. Sentries placed before Max could count them all.

He watched.

That was what Mourne had told him to do.

Observation first.

He watched how the clans moved.

Not like Blackhold.

Blackhold was hierarchy. Orders down, obedience up. Discipline hammered into flesh until the body moved before thought.

The clans were different.

Looser.

But not weaker.

A rider might argue with an elder while tying a line. A child might laugh at a warrior’s mistake. Two men might wrestle over where a tent pole should sit. A woman with three knives might cuff a boy across the ear, then give him half her bread. Warriors tested one another constantly—shoulder bumps, insults, sudden grabs, games of balance, quick feints with knives, contests of lifting, biting, throwing, staring.

Violence sat close to play.

Play sat close to violence.

Rules existed, but they were felt more than spoken.

A young raider tried to take meat from a pot before an older woman nodded. She smacked him with a ladle hard enough to split his lip. He laughed, blood on his teeth, and waited. Permission came three breaths later. He ate.

A pair of wolf kin circled one another near a fire, not fighting exactly. Their hands moved fast, testing, slapping, catching wrists. One overextended. The other swept his legs. Everyone nearby laughed, including the one who fell.

A child of maybe ten ran between tents carrying a spear taller than himself. Three adults corrected his grip as he passed without pausing in their own tasks.

A true werewolf sat on a log with a girl braiding charms into the fur along his arms.

Max did not know where to look.

Everywhere showed him something.

Everywhere also showed him ways not to escape.

Sentries were placed in overlapping lines. The horses were kept near the centre but not unattended. Weapons were stored close to owners, not in one convenient rack. No path out of camp remained unwatched. Even the children seemed alert to movement at the edges.

He counted patrol rotation.

Tried to mark which sentries grew bored.

None did for long.

Tried to spot weaker points around the shield carts.

There were weaker points, but every one opened into ground overlooked by ridges.

Tried to identify where his weapons and armour had gone.

That took longer.

His gear, Mourne’s, and several captured objects were kept in a guarded hide tent near Hrodgar’s pavilion. Two wolf kin outside. One visible. One pretending not to be visible. Likely more inside or behind.

Not impossible.

But not with Mourne watched, Max unarmed, and an entire camp full of people who smelled of pack hunger.

Mourne sat near the entrance of their assigned tent and watched him watch.

“Assessment,” she said when he returned.

“No clean escape.”

“Good.”

“There are gaps.”

“Always.”

“Most lead somewhere watched.”

“Yes.”

“Horses are central. Gear is in the guarded hide tent near Hrodgar’s pavilion.”

“Yes.”

“You knew?”

“Yes.”

“Of course.”

“What else?”

Max looked toward the cooking fires.

“The camp isn’t soft. Even when they’re joking, they’re watching. They test each other all the time.”

“Good.”

“Children know where weapons are.”

“Good.”

“They’re not just raiders.”

“No.”

“Clan host.”

“Yes.”

He hesitated.

“And they want me angry.”

Mourne’s red eyes settled on him.

“Some do.”

“Yrsa?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“To see if you waste it.”

The itch under his skin sharpened.

He turned.

Yrsa stood across the clearing near a group of younger warriors. She had one boot on a log, sharpening one of her hand axes with slow, deliberate strokes. When Max looked at her, she bared her teeth again.

Not subtle.

The warriors near her laughed.

One said something in Thalrune.

Max did not know the words, but he understood tone.

Pup.

Toy.

Soft.

Maybe worse.

His blood heated.

Not sanctified.

Not yet.

Just anger.

Yrsa lifted the axe, kissed the flat of the blade, and pointed it lazily toward him.

Mourne said, “Do not challenge for insult alone.”

Max did not look away from Yrsa.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“What are you waiting for?”

He did look at Mourne then.

“For her to do something that makes it useful.”

Mourne’s mouth curved faintly.

“Good.”

Night fell.

The camp became gold fire, black hides, braided shadows, and the smell of roasting meat. Mead passed between warriors. Songs began near one of the larger fires, low and rhythmic, beaten out with axe hafts on shields. The language was rough but beautiful in its own harsh way.

Max and Mourne were fed.

Meat. Bread. Thick stew. Water. Mead offered again and declined again.

No chains.

No bindings.

No bars.

Just an entire camp around them.

Respectful capture.

Max hated how effective it was.

He sat outside the tent because sitting inside felt too much like accepting the cage. Mourne allowed it. Two sentries watched from ten paces away. Yrsa watched from farther.

The itch did not fade.

If anything, it grew worse with the camp’s energy. Challenges, laughter, contests, old songs, the constant presence of bodies that believed fighting was proof of existence. His Absorption felt the hunger in the camp and reflected something back. Not wanting to consume. Wanting to clash.

The demon behind the chain stirred once.

Max’s hand tightened on his knee.

No.

The chain tightened.

The pressure faded.

Mourne, sitting beside him, said without turning, “Report.”

“Not it.”

“Certain?”

“Yes.”

She nodded.

“What is it?”

Max watched two raiders arm-wrestle over a flat stone while others shouted encouragement.

“Me.”

Mourne was silent long enough that he knew the answer had been correct.

Then she said, “More dangerous.”

He almost smiled.

Of course.

Later, Hrodgar crossed the camp toward them with a cup in hand and a broad grin beneath his wolf pelt.

“Little Thorn,” he called. “Your boy glares at my warriors as if trying to season them.”

Mourne replied, “Your warriors keep presenting themselves like meat.”

Hrodgar roared with laughter.

Several nearby raiders laughed too, though a few looked unsure whether they had been insulted.

Max did not laugh.

Yrsa approached behind Hrodgar.

Of course she did.

Up close, she looked even more irritating. Amber eyes bright with challenge. Scar across the nose. Axes at her hips. Braids threaded with iron beads. She looked at Mourne first, respectfully enough.

Then at Max.

Her lip curled.

Not enough to be a snarl.

Enough.

“You keep the pup close,” she said.

Her accent was thick but clear.

Max stood slowly.

Mourne did not move.

Hrodgar’s grin widened slightly.

The nearby conversations thinned.

Not stopped.

Thinned.

People listening without admitting it.

Mourne said, “He follows where I direct.”

Yrsa’s eyes stayed on Max.

“Does he bite when told?”

Several raiders laughed.

Max felt the words land.

The itch became heat.

Not enough.

Not yet.

He smiled instead.

Not kindly.

“Only if the meat looks worth chewing.”

The laughter shifted.

Sharper now.

Yrsa’s eyes gleamed.

She stepped closer.

The sentries did not stop her.

Hrodgar watched with open interest.

Mourne remained very still.

Yrsa looked Max up and down.

Unarmoured. Unarmed. Newly made knight. Human, mostly. No visible fangs. No claws. No fur. No proof that mattered here.

“Little iron boy,” she said softly. “Without iron.”

Max held her gaze.

“Still taller than you hoped.”

Her grin flashed.

Fast.

Then she moved.

Not a strike.

Not quite.

Her shoulder slammed into his as she passed, hard enough that an ordinary man would have stumbled into the fire pit.

Max did not.

Steady Stance III held.

Surefoot II rooted him.

He shifted half a step with the force, let it pass through his hips, and turned without falling.

Yrsa stopped.

The camp noticed.

More laughter.

Different this time.

Max looked at her.

She looked back.

A proper smile spread across her face.

There it was.

Aggressive enough to answer.

Public enough to matter.

Not a lethal attack.

A test.

A challenge waiting to be named.

Max felt Mourne’s hand move beside her knee.

Two fingers curled.

Wait if unsure.

He was not unsure.

Maybe that was the problem.

Hrodgar lifted his cup, eyes bright.

Max took one step toward Yrsa.

His skin itched.

His hands felt empty.

His heart beat slow and hard.

He wanted his halberd.

He wanted armour.

He wanted cold iron.

He wanted the fight.

But wanting was not enough.

Use it.

Do not waste it.

He looked at Yrsa and spoke clearly enough for the nearby fires to hear.

“I challenge you.”

The camp went silent.

Then erupted.

Not in alarm.

In joy.

Shouts rose.

Cups struck shields.

Someone howled.

Yrsa’s grin became all teeth.

Hrodgar threw back his head and laughed like thunder.

Mourne closed her eyes for one brief moment, as if asking the night for patience.

When she opened them, she looked at Max.

Not angry.

Not proud.

Measuring.

Yrsa stepped close enough that Max could smell leather, smoke, wolf, and hunger.

“I accept, little iron boy.”

The camp roared again.

Max did not look away from her.

He had waited.

He had watched.

He had chosen.

Now he would find out whether that mattered.


            

    
        The Pit

    
    
    
    
                The camp loved the challenge.

Max knew it immediately.

The moment the words left his mouth, the warband changed shape around him. Not physically. Not yet. But the attention shifted. Conversations snapped shut. Fires were abandoned. People stood from benches, turned from tents, leaned over carts, climbed onto barrels and wagon wheels for a better view.

A challenge was not an interruption here.

It was feast.

Hrodgar laughed until the wolf pelt across his shoulders shook.

Yrsa did not laugh.

That was worse.

She stood before Max with amber eyes bright and teeth bared in a grin that had very little joy in it. The iron beads in her braids clicked as she tilted her head.

“You challenge,” she said.

“I did.”

“Then I choose the shape.”

“I was told.”

Her grin widened.

“No armour.”

A cheer went up from the nearest raiders.

Max’s stomach tightened.

Yrsa lifted one hand and tapped the leather over her chest.

“No iron skins. No plate. No mail.”

Another cheer.

“No weapons.”

The cheering became louder.

Max’s hands felt suddenly empty even though they had already been empty for hours.

No halberd.

No axe.

No dagger.

No stakes.

No cold iron between him and teeth.

Yrsa stepped closer.

“And full use of powers.”

The camp roared approval.

Max kept his face still.

Full use of powers.

That changed things.

That made it worse.

That made it better.

His armour was gone. His weapons were gone. But not everything.

Mourne’s words returned.

We still have our Skills.

Yrsa looked him up and down as if measuring how much of him would break first.

“What do you fight for, little iron boy?”

The camp quieted enough to listen.

Max did not answer immediately.

That was not hesitation.

Not fully.

He looked at Yrsa properly now.

Not as irritation.

As opponent.

Tall. Strong. Confident. Axes at her hips. Leather armour fitted for speed. Fur at the shoulders. Bare arms marked with pale scars and dark ink. One earring of dull silver and black bone hung from her left ear. One of her axes had a handle wrapped in grey hide and a dark metal head engraved with a single rune near the beard.

Absorption noticed both.

Not hungrily like cursed things.

Not dangerously like demonic relics.

Clearly.

The earring tasted like hidden scent. Masking. Concealment. A predator under snow.

The axe tasted of bite. Blood memory. Wound-deepening. A weapon that wanted to make cuts matter more.

Relics.

Useful ones.

Yrsa noticed his gaze shift.

Her smile sharpened.

Max looked at Mourne.

She stood near Hrodgar, arms folded, red eyes fixed on him. Her face gave him nothing. No warning. No approval.

Choose.

No omissions.

No waste.

Max turned back to Yrsa.

“The earring,” he said.

The camp murmured.

Yrsa’s hand touched it.

Max continued, “And the axe with the rune.”

The murmurs became laughs, whistles, shouts.

Someone barked, “Hungry pup!”

Another shouted something in Thalrune that made several people howl with amusement.

Yrsa stared at him.

Then laughed once.

“You have eyes.”

“Yes.”

“You know what they are?”

“Relics.”

That quieted some of the laughter.

Her amber eyes narrowed.

“Bold ask for a boy with no fur.”

Max held her gaze.

“You asked what I wanted.”

Hrodgar clapped his hands once, the sound like wood splitting.

“Good! Good. A challenge with teeth on both sides.”

Yrsa’s grin returned.

“If I win, I take your armour.”

Max went still.

“And your halberd.”

The camp erupted.

Max felt the words like a hand around his throat.

His armour.

His cold iron.

His halberd.

Not just equipment.

Not just tools.

Proof of survival. Velm’s forge. Mourne’s investment. Months of fighting. The weapon his body understood better than most words. The armour that had saved him from demons, werewolves, doppelgängers, slavers, and his own mistakes.

Yrsa wanted to strip him of his shape.

Max’s jaw tightened.

Mourne said nothing.

Hrodgar watched him closely.

This was another test.

Of course.

Everything was.

Max could refuse. Perhaps. He had challenged. The stakes could be argued. Maybe.

But if he argued now, the camp would learn that his courage had limits around possessions. That he had asked for her relics but flinched at offering his own. That he wanted proof without risk.

No.

He looked at Yrsa.

“Accepted.”

The camp exploded louder than before.

Cups struck shields. Axes hammered against wagon boards. Someone began a rhythmic chant in Thalrune. Others picked it up until the camp seemed to beat with a single pulse.

Hrodgar rose from his seat.

“Then we dig.”

Max frowned.

Dig?

A broad-shouldered raider stepped forward from the crowd, grinning beneath a braided beard threaded with bits of green stone. He spat into both hands, clapped them together, then pressed his palms to the ground.

The earth answered.

Not like a shovel.

Like something waking.

The centre of the camp sank.

Soil groaned. Stones shifted. Roots snapped beneath the surface. A wide circle opened in the ground, thirty paces across, dropping lower and lower as the earth-mage shaped it with slow, powerful motions.

Raiders backed away, cheering.

The ground folded into stepped rings around the pit, each level packed hard as fired clay. Stone rose along the edge in a rough lip. At the bottom, the floor flattened into dark earth and scattered gravel. Not deep enough to kill someone who fell in.

Deep enough that climbing out under watch would be impossible.

Max stared.

The raider finished by dragging both hands apart.

Two sets of steps formed on opposite sides of the pit.

The camp roared approval.

Max understood something with sudden cold clarity.

His chance of escape had been smaller than he thought.

Much smaller.

A single raider with earth magic had just built an arena in less than a minute. The same Skill could close roads, raise walls, drop pits beneath horses, bury tracks, or swallow fleeing prisoners.

And he had not noticed the man as a priority.

Mourne had.

Probably.

Mourne noticed everything.

Hrodgar stepped to the edge of the pit.

“Rules!” he shouted.

The camp quieted.

“No blades. No armour. No aid. No killing unless one refuses to step aside.”

Laughter answered that.

“No leaving the pit until one yields, cannot rise, or is judged beaten.”

Yrsa looked at Max.

“I do not yield.”

Max replied, “Good.”

More cheers.

Hrodgar grinned.

“Begin when both stand below.”

Max stripped.

Not fully.

He had no armour, but he removed his outer coat, belt, boots, and heavier layers until he stood in trousers and a sleeveless under-tunic. The cold hit his skin. So did the attention of half the camp.

Scars showed.

More than he remembered.

Shoulder. Ribs. Arms. Hands. A line along his side from demon fire. Pale marks across knuckles from sanctified burns. A faint discolouration near his chest where Possessed V sat behind bindings no one could see.

The crowd noticed.

Some laughter died.

Not much.

Enough.

Max looked once at Mourne.

Her eyes were on him.

She made one hand sign.

Control.

He nodded once.

Then descended into the pit.

The earth under his bare feet felt cold and solid. Surefoot II settled into the uneven ground. Steady Stance III found balance. Soft Step meant little here. Camouflage meant nothing. Unassuming Presence was gone the moment every eye watched him.

Good.

Let them see.

Yrsa came down from the opposite side.

She did not remove her boots first.

She removed everything.

Max froze for half a heartbeat.

Not because of desire.

Because of surprise.

Leather jerkin. Belt. Trousers. Boots. Bindings. All discarded carelessly onto the steps behind her until she stood completely naked beneath firelight and open sky, pale skin marked by scars, muscle, and dark tattoos winding down her spine and across her shoulders.

The camp howled approval.

Max blinked once.

Only once.

Then her bones started moving.

“Oh,” he said.

Yrsa’s grin split wider.

Her body convulsed.

Not with pain.

With release.

Muscle thickened. Skin rippled. Fur burst across her shoulders, arms, legs, and spine in a wave of dark grey and white. Her hands stretched into claws. Her legs bent backward into digitigrade power. Her spine lengthened. Her jaw pushed forward, teeth growing into a predator’s mouth. Her shoulders broadened until she was no longer tall.

She was huge.

Not nine feet like the elder doppelgänger.

But over seven feet of werewolf power, hunched and long-limbed, jaws wet with anticipation.

True werewolf.

Max’s mouth went dry.

Neither he nor Mourne had sensed it.

He looked at the discarded earring on the steps.

No.

Not discarded.

Still there on her transformed ear, half-buried in fur, dull silver and black bone.

Masking.

That was why.

A relic hiding the wolf beneath the woman.

The camp screamed joy.

Yrsa dropped to all fours for one breath, claws digging into earth.

Then rose slowly, towering over him.

Max heard his heartbeat.

He tasted hunger from every side.

Pack hunger.

Battle hunger.

His own hunger.

The demon behind the chain stirred.

No.

Not yours.

Max opened his hands.

No weapon.

No armour.

No cold iron.

Full use of powers.

Fine.

White-gold heat rose beneath his skin.

He did not strangle it.

He did not unleash it wild.

He let Sanctified X wake through blood and bone. His veins glowed faintly under the skin, not bright enough to blind, but enough that the nearest raiders stopped cheering for a heartbeat.

Relic Flame I answered, a low ember behind his sternum.

Condemnation Flame II gathered around his fists, thin and controlled.

Demon Ward IV pressed outward.

Binding VI tightened.

Chain of Refusal III wrapped colder around Possessed V as the thing inside him stirred toward violence.

Max opened Absorb Emotion.

Not fully.

Not empty.

Controlled.

Fear first.

He took the top edge of it. Enough to stop his hands from shaking. Not enough to lose caution.

Pain next.

Only the old aches. The lingering bruises. Not future pain. He would need that.

Anger remained.

Anger was useful.

Yrsa watched the light crawl over him.

Her muzzle wrinkled.

The first time all day, she looked interested rather than contemptuous.

Then Hrodgar’s voice boomed from above.

“Begin!”

Yrsa vanished.

No.

Not vanished.

Moved.

Max barely got his arms up before she hit him.

The impact drove him backward across the pit. Steady Stance saved him from falling. Not from pain. Claws raked across his forearm, tearing skin from wrist to elbow. Blood spilled hot and red-white, steaming where sanctified force touched air.

Yrsa recoiled half a step.

Not because she feared it.

Because it burned her claws.

Max punched her in the ribs.

Impact Guard II was gone with the gauntlets.

His bare knuckles hit fur, muscle, and bone.

Condemnation Flame exploded on contact.

Yrsa snarled.

Not a scream.

A pleased sound.

She backhanded him.

Max flew.

The pit wall caught him hard. Breath left. Pain flared through spine and shoulder. He tasted blood. The crowd roared.

He rolled before she landed where he had been.

Her claws tore furrows through the packed earth.

Max came up low and drove both burning hands into her side.

No technique.

Just force.

White-gold flame licked across fur.

Yrsa twisted, caught him by the upper arm, and hurled him over her hip.

He hit the ground badly.

Surefoot did nothing once airborne.

Pain burst through his ribs.

He took a thread of it.

Not all.

Thread.

Enough to rise.

Yrsa was already on him.

Her jaws snapped where his face had been.

He drove one forearm into her throat and shoved fire through the contact.

She bit down on his arm.

Teeth punched through flesh.

Max yelled.

The sound vanished beneath the crowd.

Holy blood filled her mouth.

That got her attention.

Yrsa released him with a violent shake of her head, smoke curling from her jaws.

Max kicked her knee.

It barely moved.

She kicked him back.

His stomach emptied of air and certainty.

He staggered.

A claw opened his cheek.

Another cut across his chest, tearing his tunic and skin beneath. Sanctified blood ran in bright lines. The wounds smoked faintly where air kissed them.

Yrsa circled.

Max turned with her.

She was faster.

Stronger.

More experienced fighting like this.

And she knew it.

Her eyes laughed above the muzzle.

The camp chanted her name.

“Yrsa! Yrsa! Yrsa!”

Max spat blood into the dirt.

His body hurt.

His arm pulsed around bite wounds.

His ribs screamed.

His face burned.

The itch under his skin sharpened into something almost unbearable.

Fight.

Not the demon.

Not entirely.

Him.

He wanted to break something large enough that the watching crowd understood.

Yrsa lunged again.

This time Max did not retreat.

He stepped in.

Bad idea.

Unexpected idea.

Her claws came wide.

He ducked under the first, let the second cut across his shoulder, and slammed his forehead into her muzzle.

His skull rang.

Her nose cracked.

The crowd roared.

Max grabbed fur with both hands and released Condemnation Flame into his grip.

Yrsa howled and struck him three times in the side before he let go.

Each blow felt like a hammer wrapped in knives.

He crashed to one knee.

She grabbed the back of his neck.

Do not let things touch your head.

Old lesson.

Wrong monster.

Still useful.

Max twisted, caught her wrist, and pulled downward while driving his knee up into her elbow.

Something popped.

Not broken.

Damaged.

She snarled and bit toward his shoulder.

He jammed his forearm sideways into her mouth again.

More teeth.

More blood.

More burning.

She recoiled, smoke and saliva dripping from her jaws.

Her eyes were wild now.

Not contemptuous.

Not amused.

Good.

Max smiled.

Blood ran over his teeth.

Yrsa saw it.

The camp saw it.

The chanting changed.

His name entered it.

Not many voices.

A few.

“Max! Max! Max!”

The sound hit him harder than he expected.

He liked it.

Too much.

The demon behind the chain stirred.

Not with hunger.

With approval.

Max’s smile faded.

No.

The chain tightened.

Yrsa used the distraction.

She hit him square in the chest with both hands.

He flew backward, hit the wall, and slid down.

The world blinked.

For one moment, the pit was a smear of firelight, faces, fur, earth, blood.

Then the demon laughed.

Inside.

Behind the chain.

Soft.

Encouraging.

Max’s skin crawled.

Red heat spread beneath his flesh.

Not sanctified.

Wrong heat.

Possessed V pressed against its bindings, not breaking, not speaking, but pushing through the cracks of emotion and pain and battle hunger.

Max looked at his hands.

His fingers had darkened at the nails.

Skin along his forearms flushed deep red beneath the blood. Not human red from exertion. Demon-red. Heat shimmered faintly around it. The veins beneath the sanctified glow took on a darker hue, as if red fire and white flame were arguing inside the same body.

Above, Mourne stood.

She did not shout.

Did not move.

But her eyes locked onto his.

Control.

Max breathed.

Could he?

Yrsa charged.

No time.

Max stood.

Not fully human in that moment.

Not fully anything else.

He let Binding VI hold.

Let Chain of Refusal III tighten.

Let Sanctified X burn hotter around the red.

Not erase.

Contain.

Use nothing offered.

Take nothing from the demon.

His skin remained red-tinged.

His nails remained too dark.

But his mind stayed his.

Yrsa slammed into him.

This time, he met her.

The impact drove both of them into the pit wall. Earth cracked behind Max’s back. His ribs screamed. He took pain in pieces, Absorb Emotion slicing thin threads away while leaving enough to know where damage lived.

Yrsa clawed at his side.

He trapped one wrist under his arm.

She bit at his face.

He turned his head. Teeth grazed his scalp instead of taking his skull.

He drove his burning fist into her throat.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

She answered with a knee that nearly folded him.

They grappled.

No clean strikes now.

No circling.

No dignity.

Just flesh, fur, fire, blood, claws, teeth, grunts, snarls, and the crowd going wild above them.

Yrsa was stronger.

Much stronger.

But Max was rooted.

Steady Stance III.

Surefoot II.

Six months of being hit by things that should have killed him.

A year of Blackhold.

A lifetime of hunger.

She tried to throw him.

He shifted weight and stayed.

The pit floor cracked beneath his feet.

She tried again.

He moved with it, slammed her into the wall instead, and drove his shoulder into her sternum.

She laughed through blood.

Then her jaws opened wide.

Too wide.

She went for his head.

Not shoulder.

Not arm.

Head.

A killing bite or close enough.

The world slowed.

Max saw the maw descending. Teeth long as fingers. Smoke still rising from earlier burns. Tongue black-red. Holy blood scarring the gums.

He heard Mourne’s lesson.

Do not let it touch your head.

He heard Hrodgar laughing.

He heard Yrsa calling him pup.

He heard the crowd chanting.

He felt the demon push.

Open.

Not a word.

Almost.

No.

Max caught her jaw.

Both hands.

One on the upper muzzle.

One under the lower.

Teeth cut into his palms.

Blood spilled.

Sanctified fire exploded between his fingers and her mouth.

Yrsa’s eyes widened.

She tried to pull back.

Max held.

Iron Grip was not active through gauntlets now.

But the effect was part of him.

His hands locked.

Impact Guard was not enough.

But his body had learned the shape of refusal.

Yrsa clawed his ribs.

Once.

Twice.

A third time.

Deep wounds.

Hot blood.

Max roared.

The sound came out wrong.

Part human.

Part something with red heat under the skin.

Part holy flame burning in a throat that should not hold it.

He pulled.

Upper jaw one way.

Lower jaw the other.

Yrsa thrashed.

The camp roared.

Max pulled harder.

Something snapped.

Not clean.

Not small.

A wet, cracking, final sound as Yrsa’s jaw wrenched backward beyond any shape meant for speech or bite.

Her body convulsed.

The transformed werewolf staggered, claws tearing weakly at his shoulders.

Max shoved her away.

She hit the ground on her back, jaw ruined, blood and smoke spilling from her mouth. Her limbs twitched. Her body tried to heal. Tried to shift. Tried to rise.

It failed.

She lay there, breathing in harsh wet pulls, alive but beaten.

Max stood over her.

Blood ran from his face, arms, chest, hands, ribs.

White-gold flame curled faintly from his wounds.

His skin still held a red hue beneath it.

His nails were dark.

His heart hammered.

The pit was silent for half a breath.

Then the camp detonated.

Shouts.

Howls.

Laughter.

Boots stamping on the steps.

Axes hammered shields.

The sound crashed down into the pit like thunder.

“MAX!”

Someone shouted it.

Then others.

“MAX! MAX! MAX!”

Not all.

Some still shouted Yrsa’s name.

Some howled without words.

But enough.

Enough that the sound wrapped around him and lifted something ugly and bright inside his chest.

Max turned slowly, looking up at the ring of faces.

Werewolves.

Wolf kin.

Raiders.

Children.

Hrodgar grinning like a storm god in a wolf pelt.

Mourne standing utterly still, eyes fixed on him.

He had won.

Unarmed.

Unarmoured.

Against a hidden werewolf.

In their pit.

Under their eyes.

He had won.

The feeling hit him harder than any blow Yrsa had landed.

It was warm.

Brilliant.

Hungry.

He basked in it.

For a few dangerous breaths, Max let the roar of the crowd wash over him and did not push it away.

Let them see.

Let them know.

Let them remember.

The demon behind the chain pressed close, delighted.

Max felt it.

The smile on his face faltered.

Mourne’s hand moved once at her side.

Control.

Max closed his eyes.

Breathed.

The red beneath his skin receded slowly.

The dark in his nails faded.

Sanctified flame pulled back into blood.

The crowd still roared.

But Max let only enough of it in to stand.

No more.

He opened his eyes and looked down at Yrsa.

She was alive.

Beaten.

Her jaw hung wrong.

Her amber eyes, furious and dazed, stared up at him.

Max crouched painfully beside her.

Every wound screamed.

He did not absorb it.

Not yet.

He leaned close enough that she could hear beneath the crowd.

“Not prey,” he said.

Yrsa’s broken mouth could not answer.

But her eyes understood.

Max stood again.

Above, Hrodgar laughed and raised both arms.

“Blood seen!” he bellowed. “Strength witnessed!”

The camp roared again.

Max looked to Mourne.

This time, she gave him the smallest nod.

Not approval without concern.

Not praise without warning.

But a nod.

He held onto that more carefully than the cheering.

Because the cheering wanted him to open his chest and swallow it whole.

And for once, Max understood why victories were dangerous.

            

    
        Blood Seen

    
    
    
    
                Max did not remember climbing out of the pit.

He remembered standing over Yrsa.

He remembered the crowd.

The howling.

The stamping boots.

The chant of his name falling down into the arena like rain made of fire.

He remembered Mourne’s eyes.

Control.

Then the next clear memory was being half-carried beneath the arm by a laughing raider with a beard full of copper rings while another slapped him on the back hard enough to make his vision flash white.

“Easy,” Max hissed.

The raider only laughed louder.

“Still standing! Still complaining!”

“I’m bleeding.”

“Aye! That is how we know it happened.”

Max did not have the strength to answer that.

His body had started reporting injuries now that the duel was over.

Ribs: bad.

Shoulder: worse.

Hands: torn.

Forearms: bitten and clawed.

Chest: open in three places.

Face: bleeding.

Back: bruised.

Head: still attached, which he counted as an achievement.

His sanctified blood had cooled, but not fully. Every wound steamed faintly in the cold air, white-gold heat curling from red lines before fading. The red hue beneath his skin had mostly retreated. His nails looked human again.

Mostly.

That word bothered him.

Mostly had become too common.

They took him to a healer’s tent near the centre of camp.

It smelled of smoke, herbs, wet fur, boiled leather, blood, and sharp spirits. Bundles of dried plants hung from the support poles. A low table sat in the middle. Clay bowls, bone needles, linen wraps, copper knives, and black stone jars covered a woven mat.

The healer waiting inside was not what Max expected.

She was young.

Or young-looking.

Pretty, too, in a hard northern way. Long auburn hair braided over one shoulder. Pale skin freckled across her nose and cheeks. Green eyes sharp enough to cut. She wore a dark blue dress beneath a leather apron stained with old blood and herb paste. Around her neck hung small bones carved with runes.

She looked him up and down as the raiders brought him in.

Then she clicked her tongue.

“Put him there before he leaks on everything.”

Max was dropped onto the low table.

Carefully, by clan standards.

Which meant badly.

He groaned.

The healer leaned over him.

“You are the holy-blooded one.”

“I prefer Max.”

She smiled.

“I prefer patients who do not glow from open wounds. We all endure disappointment.”

Max blinked.

The raider with copper beard laughed and left.

The healer cut away the ruined parts of his tunic without asking permission. Max tried to sit up.

She pressed two fingers to his forehead.

“Lie down.”

“I’m fine.”

She looked at the claw marks across his chest.

“You are several definitions away from fine.”

She poured something cold over his hands.

Max’s back arched.

“That hurts.”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“Something that hurts.”

“That is not helpful.”

“It cleaned the wound, did it not?”

“I don’t know. I was busy suffering.”

The healer smiled again.

“Good. Suffering means you remain attached to the body.”

Her hands glowed, but not like temple healers.

No gold-white command.

No silver clinical light.

This was green-blue, deep and earthy, threaded with wolf-blood red. It sank into his wounds like cold roots.

Max clenched his teeth.

The healing did not erase pain.

It reorganised it.

Claw cuts pulled together. Bite marks stopped bleeding. Torn palms knit slowly around lines of pale scar tissue. His ribs shifted enough that he swore under his breath.

The healer looked amused.

“Such language from a knight.”

“I learned from knights.”

“Poor excuse.”

“Accurate excuse.”

The tent flap opened.

Mourne entered.

The healer immediately straightened slightly.

Not fear.

Respect.

Different from the way the rest of the camp had looked at Mourne before.

“Little Thorn,” the healer said.

Mourne’s face remained still.

“Halla.”

Max looked between them.

“You know everyone?”

Mourne ignored that.

The healer, Halla, dabbed paste onto the wound along Max’s forearm.

“She broke my uncle’s jaw,” Halla said pleasantly.

Max looked at Mourne.

Mourne said, “He deserved it.”

Halla nodded. “He did.”

That answered nothing and somehow everything.

Mourne stood beside the table and looked down at Max.

“How did it feel?”

Max went still.

Not the healing.

Not the wounds.

She meant the fight.

The roar.

The red beneath his skin.

The slipping control.

He looked toward Halla.

Mourne said, “She is not clan gossip.”

Halla said, “I am, but only professionally.”

Mourne looked at her.

Halla smiled and returned to stitching a smaller cut on Max’s shoulder with bone needle and green thread.

Max exhaled.

“How did it feel?” he repeated.

“Yes.”

He could lie.

No.

Not to Mourne.

Not about this.

“Good,” he said.

Mourne’s eyes sharpened.

Max continued before she could speak.

“Too good. The fight felt clear. Not like when I opened Absorb Emotion fully against the fiend. I didn’t empty everything. I kept pain. Some fear. Anger. I kept myself. But when they started chanting, when I knew I had won, it felt like something in me wanted to open wider.”

Halla’s needle paused for half a breath.

Mourne did not move.

“The demon?” she asked.

“Some of it.” Max swallowed. “But not all. That’s the problem. Some of it was me.”

Mourne waited.

Max stared at the tent roof.

“I liked being seen. I liked them knowing I wasn’t prey. I liked Yrsa looking at me differently. I liked the cheering.” His hands curled, then loosened when pain answered. “And Possessed V liked that I liked it.”

Mourne was silent.

That was worse than rebuke.

Halla resumed stitching.

Max pushed on.

“My control slipped. My skin changed. Red. Nails dark. Heat under the sanctified force. I didn’t take anything from it. I didn’t answer. I used Binding and the chain. But it was closer than before.”

Mourne asked, “Did it speak?”

“No.”

“Did it form words?”

“Almost.”

Halla’s fingers slowed again.

Mourne’s voice stayed calm.

“What word?”

Max looked at her.

“Open.”

The tent seemed to shrink.

Mourne’s red eyes held his.

“You refused.”

“Yes.”

“Before or after you understood?”

Max frowned.

“What?”

“Did you refuse because you thought, or because refusal has become habit?”

He considered.

The question mattered.

“Habit,” he said slowly. “Then thought.”

Mourne nodded once.

“Good.”

Max almost laughed.

Halla looked between them.

“That word does much work for you both.”

“It has survived,” Mourne said.

Halla tied off the thread and cut it with a small knife.

Max hissed as she pressed another paste into the bite wound on his forearm.

“The jaw?” Mourne asked.

“Yrsa’s?”

“Yes.”

“Broken badly,” Halla said. “Healing. She will speak poorly for several days, which many will call improvement.”

Max looked at her.

Halla’s expression was perfectly innocent.

Mourne’s mouth moved faintly.

The tent flap opened again before Max could answer.

Hrodgar entered like a storm deciding to duck.

The wolf pelt still hung over his shoulders. He carried Yrsa’s runed axe in one hand and the black-bone earring in the other. Behind him, two raiders peered in with open curiosity until Hrodgar growled without looking. They vanished.

“Blood seen,” Hrodgar said.

Max pushed himself upright despite Halla’s disapproving sound.

Hrodgar grinned at him.

“You broke her jaw.”

“She tried to bite my head.”

“That is Yrsa’s way of making friends.”

“I hope she has very few.”

Hrodgar laughed.

Then held out the relics.

“Won by challenge.”

Max stared at them.

The axe first.

Short-hafted, one-handed, dark metal head, single rune near the beard. Even from the table, Absorption leaned toward it.

Wound-deepening.

Bite.

A weapon that made damage matter.

The earring was smaller. Dull silver loop set with black bone. It tasted of concealment. Masking. Hidden wolf under human skin.

Useful.

Very useful.

Too useful.

Max looked at Mourne.

She gave him nothing.

His choice.

He took the axe.

The moment his fingers closed around the haft, the relic’s effect pressed against his senses. Clean enough. Predatory but not corrupt. Not demonic. Not whispering. A tool made by people who understood cutting.

Then he looked at the earring.

He thought of Yrsa standing in the pit, changing, the truth of her hidden from Mourne’s nose and his senses.

He thought of how much the relic had helped her.

He thought of taking it.

His Absorption wanted it.

Max wanted it too.

That was reason enough to stop.

He held the earring back out to Hrodgar.

“Give this back to Yrsa.”

Hrodgar’s brows rose.

Around the tent, even Halla looked up.

“You won it.”

“I won the right to take it.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not taking it.”

“Why?”

Max looked at the little ring of silver and bone.

Because wanting everything useful was how he became a door.

Because Yrsa had fought with what she was, and the earring was part of how she moved through the world.

Because he had already proven the point.

Because taking it now felt like feeding something that did not need more food.

He said the simplest version.

“The axe is enough.”

Hrodgar studied him for a long moment.

Then his grin changed.

Not bigger.

Better.

“Little iron boy learns weight.”

Max did not know if that was praise.

Mourne said, “Accept it as praise.”

Apparently it was.

Hrodgar closed his fist around the earring.

“Yrsa will hate that you gave it back.”

Max almost smiled.

“Good.”

The jarl laughed again and left the tent.

Halla finished sealing the last of Max’s worst cuts. He was not fully healed, but close enough that he could walk without leaving a trail. Pain remained. Bruises remained. Several wounds were bandaged instead of closed.

“You will scar,” Halla said.

“I usually do.”

“You will ache tonight.”

“I usually do.”

“Do not fight another werewolf before dawn.”

“I’ll try.”

She narrowed her eyes.

“That was humour.”

“Yes.”

“It is worse when patients attempt it.”

Mourne said, “He is improving.”

Halla looked unconvinced.

Max stood slowly.

The world swayed once.

Steady Stance helped.

So did pride.

He carried Yrsa’s axe in his right hand.

Outside the healer’s tent, the camp had changed.

Not completely.

No one bowed.

No one suddenly treated him like Hrodgar.

But the looks were different.

Before, they had measured him as baggage beside Mourne. A boy in iron. A new Red Cloak. A prisoner. A pup.

Now they still measured him.

But like a blade.

A few raiders lifted cups when he passed.

One thumped a fist against his chest.

Another called, “Max!”

Not boy.

Not pup.

Name.

Max turned.

The raider grinned and shouted something in Thalrune.

Several laughed.

Max looked at Mourne.

“He said your head is still attached because Yrsa was tired.”

“Is that insult or congratulations?”

“Yes.”

That was becoming a theme.

Max walked through the camp with Mourne beside him and noticed people noticing him. Children stared openly. Warriors glanced at the axe in his hand. A woman sharpening spears nodded once as he passed. The earth-mage who had made the pit grinned and stomped one foot, making the ground ripple under Max’s boots.

Max did not stumble.

The earth-mage laughed approval.

He liked it.

Again.

Too much.

He kept the liking small.

Their tent waited on the eastern side of camp. Max had almost reached it when something small darted in front of him.

A boy.

No more than eight.

Maybe younger.

He had a shock of blond hair, two tiny braids near his temples, a gap where one front tooth was missing, and a wooden practice knife tucked into a belt far too large for him.

He stared up at Max with huge eyes.

“You broke Yrsa’s mouth!”

Max blinked.

Mourne stopped beside him.

The boy continued, words tumbling over one another.

“She went full wolf and you were all shining and bleeding and then you grabbed her jaws and crack! Everyone heard it! Hrodgar laughed! My brother said you would die but I said no because you had fire in your hands!”

Max opened his mouth.

Nothing came out.

The boy bounced on his heels.

“When I awaken, I want a power like yours.”

That hit wrong.

Harder than expected.

Max looked at him.

“No,” he said.

The boy froze.

Mourne’s eyes shifted to Max.

Max crouched slowly so he was closer to the child’s height.

Pain tugged at his ribs.

He ignored it.

“You don’t want my power.”

The boy frowned. “But you burned her.”

“Yes.”

“And your blood was bright.”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t fall.”

“I nearly did.”

“But you won.”

Max looked at the boy’s eager face and saw too much.

Not himself exactly.

He had not been eager at awakening.

He had been hungry, hopeful, frightened.

But he knew what it was to look at power and imagine it solved everything.

“My power is dangerous,” Max said. “It takes things. It wants things. Sometimes I want things because of it. Sometimes things want me back.”

The boy’s brow wrinkled.

“Is that why your skin went red?”

The question landed in silence.

Two nearby adults turned.

Mourne’s gaze sharpened.

Max kept his face calm with effort.

“Yes,” he said.

The boy whispered, “Was that demon?”

“A little.”

His eyes widened.

Max leaned closer.

“So if you awaken with a power like mine, you find someone strict. Someone who tells you no. Someone who makes you listen when listening feels boring.”

The boy looked past Max at Mourne.

“She tells you no?”

“All the time.”

Mourne said, “He requires repetition.”

The boy nodded solemnly, as if this explained everything.

Then three more children arrived.

Then five.

Then suddenly Max was surrounded by small Thalrune children, all staring at him with terrifying interest.

“Can you burn anything?”

“Did Yrsa taste bad?”

“Do demons live in your blood?”

“Can you eat swords?”

“My cousin says Red Cloaks sleep hanging upside down.”

“Is Little Thorn your mother?”

Mourne turned and walked away.

Max stared after her in betrayal.

“Mourne.”

She did not look back.

One child tugged at his sleeve.

“Can you show the fire?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ll get in trouble.”

“With who?”

Max looked toward Mourne’s retreating back.

“The small vampire.”

The children gasped in delight.

“She is small!”

Mourne stopped walking.

Every child froze.

Max froze too.

Slowly, Mourne turned her head.

Not fully.

Just enough.

The children scattered like birds.

Max remained.

Mourne looked at him for one long moment.

Then continued walking.

Max breathed out.

“Nearly died,” he muttered.

A man laughed nearby.

Max turned.

A broad-shouldered raider with dark hair, a short beard, and a blue tattoo curling up one side of his neck stood beside a fire pit. He carried two cups and wore a grin that seemed less predatory than most.

“You survived children,” the man said. “Yrsa was easier.”

Max rubbed a hand over his face.

“I think so.”

“Come before they regroup.”

“That sounds wise.”

“It is not. It is drinking.”

Max looked toward Mourne.

She had disappeared into their tent.

Probably deliberately.

The raider held out a cup.

“Name’s Torvald.”

“Max.”

“We know.”

That still felt strange.

Torvald led him toward a fire where several raiders sat on logs and overturned shields. Hrodgar was not there. Neither was Yrsa. That made the circle feel safer, though Max suspected safety was relative in a camp full of wolf kin.

They made space for him.

Not politely.

With shoved shoulders and insults.

But they made space.

Someone handed him roasted meat on a knife.

Someone else filled his cup with mead.

Max smelled it.

Remembered the hangover in Velm.

“Careful,” he muttered to himself.

Torvald laughed.

“Good. He has met consequences.”

“I was ambushed by them in the morning.”

The raiders liked that.

They drank.

Max drank less than they wanted.

Still enough.

The mead was stronger than the beer at the Bent Key and warmer going down. It tasted of honey, smoke, and winter spice. The first cup loosened the tightness in his shoulders. The second made the fire seem friendlier. He refused the third twice before accepting half.

Stories began.

Not grand histories.

Fight stories.

The kind every warrior culture apparently loved.

One raider told of wrestling a seal-bear in Thalrune and losing two fingers but gaining a wife. Max did not understand the connection and was afraid to ask.

Another described Hrodgar getting drunk and challenging a glacier.

“Did he win?” Max asked.

Torvald shrugged. “Spring came.”

That seemed to settle the matter.

They asked Max about the fiend.

He gave them almost nothing.

They asked about Blackhold.

He gave them less.

They asked about Mourne.

He looked toward the dark tent where she had gone.

“She teaches by making you regret being wrong.”

Torvald raised his cup.

“A fine teacher.”

Several drank to that.

Max did too.

Later, when the fire had burned lower and the songs had grown rougher, a woman sat beside him.

He had noticed her earlier.

It was difficult not to.

She was tall, though not Yrsa-tall, with dark red hair braided over one shoulder and green eyes bright from mead and firelight. She wore leather trousers, a loose linen shirt open at the throat, and a wolf-fur mantle clasped with bronze. A knife sat at one hip. Her smile was bold enough to count as a weapon.

“Max,” she said.

He looked at her.

“Yes?”

The raiders around the fire immediately became interested in their cups, the flames, the sky, anything except them.

That was suspicious.

“I am Astrid,” she said.

“Hello.”

Torvald choked on his drink.

Astrid smiled wider.

“Hello,” she repeated, amused.

Max realised too late that perhaps hello had been too formal.

Mead warmed his face.

Astrid leaned closer.

“You fought well.”

“Thank you.”

“You returned Yrsa’s earring.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“The axe was enough.”

Her eyes flicked to his mouth, then back to his eyes.

“Interesting answer.”

Max did not know what to do with that.

So he drank from his cup and discovered it was empty.

Astrid plucked it from his hand and set it aside.

“Come walk.”

Max looked toward Torvald.

Torvald became fascinated by the fire.

Traitor.

Max stood.

His wounds objected.

Astrid noticed.

“Healer said you could walk?”

“She said not to fight another werewolf before dawn.”

“I am not another werewolf.”

“That sounds like something a werewolf might say.”

She laughed.

Good laugh.

Warm.

Dangerous in a different way.

She led him away from the fire, between tents and past a line of drying cloaks. The camp had settled into night rhythm. Sentries watched the edges. Fires burned low. Somewhere, someone sang in a voice deep enough to vibrate through the ground.

Max became aware, slowly and then all at once, that he was nervous.

Not fight nervous.

Not demon nervous.

Not Mourne-is-about-to-ask-for-a-report nervous.

Different.

Worse, possibly.

Astrid walked close enough that her shoulder brushed his once.

Max nearly said sorry.

Stopped himself.

She noticed and smiled like she had noticed many things.

“You are young,” she said.

Max stiffened.

“I’m a knight.”

“That was not denial.”

He looked away.

“I’m not a child.”

“No.”

They reached a smaller tent at the edge of a cluster near the northern fire. Astrid paused outside it and looked at him properly.

The camp noise softened behind them.

Max’s heart beat harder than it had when Yrsa changed.

That was ridiculous.

He had faced a werewolf in a pit.

He had snapped her jaw.

He had burned demons.

He had stood before Draven.

Now a pretty raider woman looked at him in firelight and he had no idea what his hands were supposed to do.

Astrid’s expression softened slightly.

“You do not have to come in.”

Max swallowed.

He thought about lying.

Pretending confidence.

Acting like Tollen from the Bent Key would have acted, or Torvald, or any of the raiders who seemed to wear desire as easily as knives.

But he had spent too long with Mourne.

Honesty first, even when humiliating.

“I don’t really know what I’m doing,” he said.

Astrid’s smile changed.

Less sharp.

Still amused, but not cruel.

“Good,” she said.

Max blinked.

“That’s not usually good.”

“It can be.”

She stepped closer.

Not fast.

Not like a strike.

Still, Max almost held his breath.

Astrid reached up, touched his jaw with warm fingers, and tilted his face toward hers.

“You can say no,” she said.

Max’s mouth went dry.

He did not say no.

Astrid kissed him.

Softly at first.

Not like battle. Not like being tested. Not like a lesson designed to bruise meaning into him.

Just warmth.

Mouth.

Breath.

The smell of smoke, mead, leather, and her.

Max froze for half a second because he had no idea what to do with his hands, his face, his thoughts, or the fact that kissing felt nothing like he had imagined and somehow more dangerous than fighting Yrsa.

Then he kissed her back, awkwardly.

Astrid laughed against his mouth.

Not mockingly.

That helped.

A little.

Her hand slid from his jaw to the front of his shirt, fingers curling lightly in the fabric.

The camp noise felt far away now.

The cold too.

Max’s heart hammered.

His wounds ached.

His head spun, not from mead this time.

Astrid drew back just enough to look at him.

“There,” she said quietly. “You knew enough.”

Max stared at her.

For once, no answer came.

She smiled, lifted the tent flap, and stepped inside.

Then she looked back at him.

Max stood outside in the firelit dark, nervous, wounded, half-drunk, and more uncertain than he had been in the pit.

Then he followed her in.

The flap fell closed behind him.

            

    
        Víkingr

    
    
    
    
                The journey to the north-eastern edge of Veyrath took months.

Not weeks.

Months.

The clans did not travel like Blackhold patrols, and they did not travel like merchants either. They moved like a wandering piece of Thalrune had broken off and decided Veyrath’s roads were suggestions at best.

They crossed pine forests where the trees stood so close together that the horses moved single file beneath branches heavy with old rain. They crossed moors where the wind came low and hard and smelled of peat, cold stone, and distant sea. They crossed upland passes still crusted with old snow, then descended into valleys where shepherd villages barred their doors and watched from shuttered windows as the warband moved past.

Sometimes they took roads.

Often they did not.

The warband preferred old ways.

Hunter tracks. Smuggler cuts. Ridge paths. Riverbeds. The forgotten bones of roads laid before the current kingdoms remembered they were kingdoms.

Max learned the shape of the clans slowly.

Mourne made sure of that.

“Assessment,” she would say at random.

While the camp cooked.

While riders argued.

While children practised spear throws.

While scouts returned.

While a wolf-kin elder spat into a fire and declared a valley unlucky because the stones faced the wrong way.

Max would answer.

“Jarl Svanhild’s people are the best scouts.”

“Why?”

“They’re quieter. Less singing. Smaller horses. More bows.”

“Good.”

Or:

“Jarl Rurik’s men don’t like taking Hrodgar’s orders.”

“Why?”

“He has more young warriors than old ones. They look at Hrodgar like they’re measuring him.”

“Good.”

Or:

“Yrsa’s clan respects her more after the duel.”

“Why?”

Max had frowned at that one. “She lost.”

Mourne had looked at him until he understood the question was not simple.

“Because she fought hard. Because I gave the earring back. Because she survived with honour?”

“Better.”

Yrsa’s jaw healed within days.

She spoke poorly for a week.

Many did indeed call it improvement.

She did not thank Max for returning the earring. That would have been too easy. Instead, she approached him on the fifth day after the duel, stood close enough that most people nearby pretended not to stare, and shoved a strip of smoked meat into his chest.

Max caught it by reflex.

“What is this?”

“Meat.”

“I can see that.”

“Then eat it.”

She walked away before he could ask anything else.

Mourne watched from a few paces away.

“Gift,” she said.

“It felt like an attack.”

“Yes.”

“Is that normal?”

“For her? Likely.”

Max ate the meat.

It was good.

He did not say so where Yrsa could hear.

That seemed wise.

The camp treated him differently after the pit.

Not deferentially.

Never that.

The Thalrune clans did not bend easily, and Max had not become one of them because he broke one werewolf’s jaw. But they no longer looked through him as an ornament beside Mourne. They greeted him by name. They insulted him by name. They invited him to fires by name. They argued with him, tested him, handed him cups, shoved food into his hands, asked him to lift things, dared him to arm-wrestle people he should absolutely not arm-wrestle, and laughed when he refused with more wisdom than pride.

Children still followed him sometimes.

The boy with the missing tooth introduced himself as Eirik after three days of hovering at the edge of camp like a small blond ghost.

“Max,” Eirik said one morning, jogging beside him while Max helped carry water skins.

“You already know my name.”

“I know.”

“Then why say it?”

“So you answer.”

Max looked down at him.

“That worked.”

Eirik grinned.

The children asked fewer questions about his power after Mourne began appearing behind them whenever they said the word demon too loudly. They still watched his hands when he practised. They still whispered when sanctified fire crawled along his knuckles.

Max learned to keep the flame hidden unless training required it.

Admiration was dangerous.

Especially from children.

Especially when part of him enjoyed it.

They sparred with him too.

At first, that had worried him.

Not because he feared losing.

Because the first children who came at him with practice sticks were too small, too eager, and far too impressed by the idea of being knocked down by the holy-blooded Red Cloak.

Max refused the first time.

The children booed him.

Actual booing.

Eirik declared him afraid.

Max looked at Mourne for help.

Mourne said, “Teach them not to overcommit.”

That was how Max ended up standing in a ring of laughing children while half the camp watched and shouted advice that became less useful the longer it went on.

He did not lose to the children.

Of course he did not.

He was seventeen now. Seventeen, knighted, scarred, and still young enough that Mourne could make the word sound like an injury when she chose. But he was also a knight of the Red Order. Blackhold had carved reflex into his bones. Mourne had spent more than a year teaching him to make violence precise. He had survived goblin dens, demons, doppelgängers, werewolves, slavers, relics, possession, and the pit.

Eirik charged him with a wooden knife held far too high.

Max turned, caught the wrist, tapped the boy’s ankle with his foot, and set him gently on the ground.

Set him.

Not threw.

That mattered.

The children howled anyway, delighted.

Another came from behind.

Max moved aside without looking and let the girl run past him into Eirik, who was still getting up. Both collapsed in a tangle of limbs and outrage.

Mourne watched from a log nearby.

“Do not enjoy this too much,” she said.

“They’re attacking me.”

“They are eight.”

“One has teeth.”

“He is teething.”

Max looked at the small wolf-kin boy currently gnawing on the edge of his practice shield.

“That feels relevant.”

The boy grinned around the shield.

Max did enjoy it.

A little.

Not the winning.

The teaching.

That surprised him.

He found himself correcting grips. Telling them to keep knees bent. Showing them how to fall without landing on elbows. Explaining that shouting before an attack helped the person being attacked quite a lot.

Eirik took that personally.

By the second week, the children stopped trying to rush him in a pack and started trying to trick him.

They still failed.

Mostly.

The older youths were different.

Wolf-kin boys and girls close to Max’s age, some younger, some older, came at him with more pride and less caution. They wanted to test the story of the pit. They wanted to see whether the Red Cloak was dangerous without a cheering crowd, without Yrsa, without blood smoking from his hands.

The first few came at him laughing.

They stopped laughing quickly.

Against the young raiders, the half-trained, and the ones relying on blood more than discipline, Max won cleanly. Sometimes too cleanly. Mourne corrected him for that.

“You humiliated him.”

“He tried to sweep my leg.”

“And you broke his pride.”

“His pride attacked first.”

“Pride heals worse than bruises.”

Max looked at the boy he had pinned in the mud. The boy refused to meet his eyes.

Max offered him a hand.

The boy stared at it.

Then took it.

That earned Max more respect than the throw.

He remembered that.

Against the experienced warriors, it was different.

They knew tricks he had never seen. They fought with elbows, knees, teeth, shoulders, laughter, feints, and clan habits older than the kingdoms he had studied on Blackhold’s maps. Some had spent decades raiding, duelling, hunting winter beasts, and surviving Thalrune’s monster-haunted coasts.

Against them, Max won some, lost more, and learned every time.

A scarred woman named Brynja knocked him down with the same hip throw six times in one afternoon before explaining that he watched shoulders too much and feet not enough.

A quiet old wolf kin called Skerri fought with a staff and made Max feel as if his arms were always in the wrong place. Skerri did not speak Veyrathic well, but he did not need to. His staff explained.

Torvald, the raider who had rescued Max from the children after the pit, was better with a knife than he looked and much worse at pretending not to cheat.

“That was my boot,” Max said after Torvald hooked his ankle during a knife drill.

“Boots are in fights.”

“You said knife drill.”

“I had a knife.”

Max looked at Mourne.

Mourne said, “He is not wrong.”

“I’m surrounded by terrible people.”

“Yes.”

Against Yrsa, he continued to lose.

Not because he was weak.

Because Yrsa had decided that breaking her jaw once had made him worth teaching properly, and her version of teaching involved trying to humiliate every gap in his close-quarters fighting until he fixed it.

She fought him with paired sticks. Then hand axes with dulled edges. Then empty hands. Then one axe and one hand. Then while partially shifted, just enough that her reach and balance changed. Never fully wolf. Not since the pit.

Not yet.

“You look for the big bite,” she told him after slamming him onto his back one morning while frost still clung to the grass. “Small bites kill too.”

“Is that advice or philosophy?”

“Yes.”

He groaned.

She grinned with her healed jaw.

By the second month, the camp understood that Max was not merely Mourne’s strange apprentice or Hrodgar’s valuable prisoner. He was dangerous in his own right. Young, yes. Still learning, yes. But dangerous. The kind of dangerous that improved quickly when watched, corrected, and struck hard enough.

The clans respected that.

Roughly.

Loudly.

With insults.

Which seemed to be the only kind they trusted.

Astrid became something else he did not know how to name.

Not a lover. Not properly. Not in any grand story sense.

A woman who had kissed him beside firelight, made him nervous enough to forget half his language, and thereafter treated him with a mixture of amusement, warmth, and deliberate lack of explanation.

She did not cling.

He did not know whether he wanted her to.

Sometimes she sat beside him at fires. Sometimes she ignored him for days. Once she kissed him behind a supply cart and then handed him a sack of tent pegs to carry as if nothing had happened.

Mourne saw.

Of course she did.

She said nothing for two weeks.

Then, as they rode along a river path under steady rain, she said, “Do not become stupid.”

Max nearly fell out of the saddle.

“What?”

Mourne looked ahead.

“Attachment. Desire. Pride. All useful. All blinding if mistaken for command.”

Max’s face burned.

“I’m not—”

“You are seventeen.”

“I’m a knight.”

“You are a seventeen-year-old knight.”

“That sounds worse.”

“It is more precise.”

He looked away.

The rain suddenly became fascinating.

Mourne continued, “Do not make promises in tents you would regret on roads.”

Max stared at the back of his horse’s neck.

“Yes, Knight.”

“And do not lie to yourself because someone pretty looks at you as if you are older than you are.”

He said nothing.

That was worse because she was right.

Mourne rarely gave advice that sounded like protection.

When she did, it landed like a blade placed carefully on a table.

He remembered it.

He also absorbed Yrsa’s axe.

Not immediately.

That surprised Mourne.

The axe stayed wrapped in cloth among their returned gear for nearly three weeks after the duel. Hrodgar had returned Max and Mourne’s weapons and armour once the camp accepted the terms of their “respectful capture.” They were still watched. Still prisoners in every meaningful sense. But prisoners who rode armed now because Hrodgar understood that disarming Mourne too long made everyone sleep worse.

Max carried the axe at his belt, trained with it, felt its relic effect press at the edges of his awareness.

It wanted to make wounds matter.

That was useful.

And dangerous.

Finally, after a fight with a marsh thing that had too many elbows and not enough fear, Max sat beside a low fire and unwrapped the axe.

Mourne watched.

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“Why now?”

“I know what it feels like in my hand.”

“And?”

“I know I want it. But I don’t think it wants me.”

Mourne nodded once.

“Proceed.”

Absorb Relic opened carefully.

The axe resisted at first.

Not like cold iron.

Not like a cursed thing.

Like a predator refusing to kneel.

Max gave it intent.

Not ownership.

Use.

Cut when needed.

Stop when finished.

Remember the wound, not the hunger.

The axe folded inward slowly, dark metal crumbling into black-red sparks that sank through his palms.

System text appeared.



New Effect Gained: Wounding Bite III.

Axe Familiarity I has synchronised with Close-Quarters Weapon Handling II.



Max read the descriptions quietly.

Wounding Bite III did not make every cut worse. It was more specific. When Max struck with intent to disable, bleed, or open a target, the wound resisted immediate closing. Regeneration slowed. Clotting delayed. Magical healing had to work harder. Strongest when delivered through axes, claws, bites, or short brutal cuts. Weaker through thrusting weapons and useless against things without flesh or wound structure.

A relic effect made from a werewolf’s view of violence.

Mourne approved.

“Useful.”

“Dangerous.”

“Yes.”

“No whispers.”

“Good.”

“No urge to keep cutting.”

“Better.”

After that, his short-weapon drills improved.

The boarding axe felt more natural. His hands understood angles they had not before. In tight spaces, he no longer reached first for the halberd. He chose. Axe for close chopping. Rondel for gaps. Knuckles for impact. Halberd when space allowed.

That pleased Mourne.

She showed it by making the drills harder.

The clans noticed his improvement too.

That was the thing about living among people who valued fighting prowess above almost everything else. They watched training the way merchants watched coin scales. Every improvement changed price.

Months passed that way.

Travel.

Training.

Observation.

Small hunts.

Arguments.

Rain.

Cold mornings.

Long fires.

Mourne’s lessons woven through captivity.

They crossed far north along the continent’s spine, then east through forested highlands where old stone watchtowers marked borders no one obeyed anymore. They avoided large cities. Skirted armies. Passed through Free City outskirts under false names and paid tolls with Thalrune silver.

The farther northeast they went, the more the land changed.

Trees thinned.

Wind sharpened.

The air grew salt-heavy before the sea appeared.

The ground became rocky, then broken by cliffs and gull cries. Villages were fewer here, and those they passed had shutters painted blue against storm-spirits and doors carved with old sea signs. People watched the Thalrune host with the stiff faces of those who knew raiders by story if not by sight.

Max understood their fear.

The clans did not pillage as they travelled.

Hrodgar forbade it.

Some jarls obeyed easily.

Others obeyed loudly.

That mattered.

By the time they reached the north-eastern shore of Veyrath, tension had grown thick enough that even Max, who had once been blind to everything but immediate danger, could feel it.

The sea appeared beneath a red sunset.

Cold.

Vast.

Iron-grey water stretching to the horizon, broken by whitecaps and jagged rocks. The beach below the cliffs curved in a long dark sweep of stone and coarse sand. Fires already burned there. Tents stood in rows. Horses moved in roped enclosures near the dunes.

And ships.

Dozens of them.

Long, lean vessels drawn up on the shore or rocking in shallow water beyond the surf. High prows carved into wolves, ravens, dragons, serpents, and one snarling bear. Shields lined their sides. Masts stood bare against the sky, sails furled in stripes of red, black, blue, and white. Oars rested bundled along the decks.

Classic raider ships.

Beautiful in the way knives were beautiful.

Fast.

Low.

Made to strike coasts and vanish before armies became decisions.

Max stared from the ridge.

“So those are Thalrune ships.”

Hrodgar, riding nearby, grinned. “Those are good ships.”

“They look like they want to bite the shore.”

“A good ship should.”

Mourne said, “They look hungry.”

Hrodgar’s grin widened. “A better ship should.”

The beach camp was larger than the travelling host. Other bands had arrived before them. More clan banners snapped in the sea wind. More fires. More warriors. More wolf kin and werewolves. More jarls with pride enough to poison weather.

As they descended toward the beach, Max saw the mood shift among Hrodgar’s people.

Home was close now.

Not land-home.

Sea-home.

Their ships waited. Thalrune waited beyond the water. The Overjarl’s order waited beyond that.

But so did cost.

Months away from their own shores.

Food spent.

Coin spent.

Men dead in small hunts and accidents and Veyrath’s unfriendly terrain.

No plunder taken, because Hrodgar forbade it.

No glory except the capture of Mourne and Max, and that glory belonged mostly to Hrodgar.

Max heard the grumbling before they reached the first tents.

Not all.

Enough.

The meeting of jarls was called before night fully fell.

Of course Max and Mourne were brought.

Not chained.

Not disarmed this time, though guards surrounded them closely enough to make symbolism unnecessary. Max wore armour and red cloak. Mourne wore hers, helmet under one arm, skulls clicking softly at her belt. Grief followed like an ill omen with hooves.

The meeting tent stood near the centre of the beach camp, larger than Hrodgar’s travelling pavilion and ringed with carved poles driven into sand. Each pole bore clan marks: wolves, axes, ravens, knots, ships, fangs, moons. The tent itself was made from layered sailcloth and black hide, its entrance flanked by two burning braziers despite the wind.

Inside, the jarls had gathered.

There were twelve of them present, seated around a wide circular table made from planks laid across barrels. Maps covered the centre. Cups of mead stood beside knives, tokens, carved stones, and small piles of tally sticks representing men, ships, food stores, losses, or debts.

Max recognised Hrodgar immediately.

Beside him sat Jarl Svanhild, silver-haired and narrow-eyed, her hands wrapped in dark cloth. Jarl Rurik sat opposite, young by jarl standards, broad, red-bearded, restless, with a scar down his throat and too many rings on his fingers. There were others: a black-skinned man with white braids and a calm predator’s stare; an older woman missing one arm and wearing a bronze wolf mask pushed up onto her head; a heavy man with a braided beard pinned with amber; a thin pale jarl whose eyes were entirely yellow.

The tent smelled of sea wind, wet wool, wolf, mead, iron, and argument.

Hrodgar gestured to a space behind him.

Max and Mourne stood there.

Not seated.

Not chained.

Visible.

That mattered.

The reports began quickly.

Ships counted.

Food counted.

Men counted.

Losses named.

Successful hunts recited.

One jarl reported killing a marsh wyrm that had been troubling their southern passage.

Another claimed three corrupted spirits destroyed near an old shrine.

Jarl Svanhild mentioned a “successful hunt” near the inland ridge and flicked her eyes toward Max.

Hrodgar laughed.

“Ah yes. Yrsa’s mouth found religion.”

A few jarls laughed.

Others looked at Max with new interest.

Rurik did not laugh.

He leaned back in his chair, red beard braided with bronze wire, eyes fixed on Mourne and Max.

“I have a question.”

The tent quieted.

Hrodgar sighed without bothering to hide it.

“You always do.”

Rurik ignored him.

“Why are they not in chains?”

The question sat in the middle of the table.

Max felt several gazes turn.

Mourne remained silent.

Completely.

Not because she had nothing to say.

Because this was not her room to fill.

Hrodgar’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Because I decided.”

Rurik smiled.

“And your decision binds all clans now?”

“No. My prisoners do.”

Rurik’s smile sharpened.

“They look armed to me.”

Max felt the old itch.

Not like before.

More controlled.

But there.

He looked at Mourne.

She did not signal.

Interesting.

Rurik continued, “The vampire is known, yes. Little Thorn. Bridge-holder. Jaw-breaker. Fine. I grant her reputation. But the boy?”

Hrodgar’s grin returned.

“Careful.”

“Why?”

Max spoke before Hrodgar could answer.

“If you wish to bare your fangs at me, little wolf, then I will accept your challenge.”

The tent went very still.

Then several things happened at once.

Hrodgar threw his head back and roared with laughter.

Svanhild covered her mouth, but her eyes smiled.

The one-armed jarl barked approval.

Two others laughed openly.

Rurik went red from neck to brow.

A few jarls took offence on his behalf, hands tightening around cups and knife handles.

Max stood still.

Heart steady.

Mourne did not look at him.

But one skull at her belt clicked once.

Rurik slowly placed both hands on the table.

“Little wolf?”

Max met his eyes.

“You questioned whether I need chains. I offered you proof.”

Rurik stood halfway.

The yellow-eyed jarl beside him growled low in his throat.

Hrodgar slammed one fist onto the table.

The sound cracked like thunder.

“Enough.”

The tent obeyed.

Not instantly.

But it obeyed.

Hrodgar rose.

He was still grinning, but there was iron under it now.

“They are my prisoners. My charge. My responsibility. By Overjarl command and clan right, I answer for them until they stand before the Strongest or die under my care.”

Rurik’s jaw worked.

Hrodgar leaned forward.

“If any jarl here wishes to dispute that, speak it as challenge, not complaint.”

No one did.

Rurik sat slowly.

Max allowed himself one breath.

Mourne’s voice came softly enough that only he heard.

“Expensive words.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Mostly.”

“Then learn the rest quickly.”

The meeting resumed, but the air had changed.

Not settled.

Sharpened.

The next issue came from Jarl Rurik again, because apparently some men considered silence a wound.

“This campaign has been long,” he said.

Murmurs answered.

He stood fully this time, one hand resting on the table.

“We crossed storm and sea. We marched months through Veyrath’s forests and mud. We spent food. We spent silver. We lost warriors. We obeyed the Overjarl’s call. And what have most clans gained?”

Hrodgar’s expression hardened.

Rurik pointed toward Max and Mourne.

“Hrodgar gains honour. Hrodgar brings the Red Vampire and the holy-blood boy to the Strongest. Hrodgar will be rewarded. Hrodgar will be named loyal. Hrodgar will drink from the high horn while the rest of us return poorer than we came.”

The tent stirred.

Not all in agreement.

Enough.

Jarl Svanhild said, “We came under order.”

“And orders do not fill bellies,” Rurik snapped.

The amber-bearded jarl grunted. “My stores are thin.”

Another added, “Two ships need repairs before the crossing.”

A third said, “The coast south has soft towns.”

Max’s stomach tightened.

There it was.

Mourne had warned him pride and cost would become dangerous.

Now it had a direction.

Rurik pressed the opening.

“The Veyrath coast is rich. Fishing towns. Storehouses. Merchant docks. Fat temples with silver bells. We have ships, warriors, and empty holds. We raid before sailing home. One strong week. Two if weather holds. Food, coin, thralls, iron, cloth. Then return to Thalrune with honour for all, not just Hrodgar.”

The word thralls made Max’s hand curl.

Mourne noticed.

No signal.

Not yet.

Hrodgar’s face had lost all humour.

“No.”

Rurik smiled.

“No?”

“We make for home as ordered.”

“As you were ordered.”

“As we were ordered.”

Rurik spread his hands.

“The Overjarl ordered capture. Capture is done. Did he order us to starve on principle?”

Several jarls murmured approval.

Hrodgar’s voice lowered.

“Raiding this coast will draw Veyrath response.”

Rurik laughed.

“From whom? Petty lords? Fishing militias? City-state clerks? We will be at sea before they lace boots.”

“Red Order,” Svanhild said.

Rurik flicked his gaze toward Mourne.

“The Red Order already rides with us in custody.”

A few laughed.

Max did not.

Hrodgar said, “You think because one Red Cloak stands in this tent, the rest are blind?”

“I think Blackhold is far,” Rurik replied. “And the sea is near.”

The amber-bearded jarl lifted his cup.

“One raid.”

“A proper víkingr,” another said.

The word moved through the tent like oil catching flame.

Víkingr.

Max knew it from lessons.

Not merely raiding.

Not merely pirates.

An expedition. A sea-going war venture for plunder, honour, wealth, captives, and reputation. In Thalrune, the word carried romance. In coastal villages, terror.

Hrodgar slammed his fist down again, but this time it did not silence enough.

“We have prisoners of high order. We have an Overjarl’s command. We make for Thalrune.”

Rurik leaned forward.

“Then call hands.”

The tent stilled.

Hrodgar’s eyes narrowed.

“No.”

“You refuse clan voice?”

“I refuse stupidity dressed as clan voice.”

That angered more of them.

Svanhild looked between the men, expression unreadable.

The yellow-eyed jarl said, “Call hands.”

One by one, others echoed it.

“Call hands.”

“Call hands.”

“Call hands.”

Hrodgar stood very still.

Max had seen him laugh through insults, threats, and blood. He was not laughing now.

Finally, he looked around the table.

“Very well.”

Rurik smiled.

Hrodgar lifted his voice.

“By clan right, jarls present call hands on whether this host sails directly for Thalrune or first takes víkingr along the Veyrath coast.”

Max felt cold despite the braziers.

One by one, hands rose.

Rurik first.

Then the amber-bearded jarl.

Then the masked one-armed woman after a pause that looked like regret.

Then the heavy jarl beside her.

Then two more.

Seven.

Svanhild did not raise hers.

Hrodgar did not.

Three others held back.

It did not matter.

Successful.

Rurik’s smile showed teeth.

The tent erupted—not in full cheering, but in hard approval, fist strikes on wood, cups lifted, voices calling to one another outside before the decision had even formally left the table.

Víkingr.

The word spread beyond the tent.

A shout answered from the beach.

Then another.

Then many.

Outside, the camp began to roar.

Max looked at Mourne.

Her face was still.

Too still.

Hrodgar remained standing, fist on the table, staring at the raised hands as if memorising each one.

Rurik lifted his cup.

“To the coast.”

Several jarls drank.

Max heard the ships outside.

The surf.

The growing shouts.

The hungry joy of raiders who had waited months and now had permission to become what the shore feared.

His Absorption tasted the camp.

Hunger everywhere.

Food hunger.

Coin hunger.

Blood hunger.

Glory hunger.

Captive hunger.

The hunger of ships with empty holds.

The demon behind the chain stirred faintly, interested.

No.

Max forced his hands open.

Mourne’s voice came beside him, barely above the storm of voices.

“Do not move.”

He looked at her.

People were about to suffer.

Fishing towns. Storehouses. Temples. Villages like Marric’s Rest before the chains. Families who had done nothing except live near the wrong water.

“Do not move,” Mourne repeated.

The order landed hard.

Harder because he understood why.

They were surrounded by jarls, warbands, werewolves, wolf kin, ships, earth-shapers, raiders, and a political decision already made under clan law.

One wrong action now would not save a single village.

It would get them killed or bound for real.

Patience.

Preparation held in check.

Max hated it.

But he stood still.

Outside, the chant began.

Not his name now.

Not Yrsa’s.

Not Hrodgar’s.

One word, rising through the beach camp, rolling with the surf and the beat of weapons against shields.

“Víkingr.”

“Víkingr.”

“Víkingr.”

Hrodgar lowered his head.

Rurik smiled like a man who had found profit in disobedience.

Mourne watched everything.

Max stood in his red cloak, surrounded by hungry wolves, and understood that captivity had just become something worse.

The raiders were going to sea.

And the coast of Veyrath lay sleeping ahead of them.

            

    
        Feigr

    
    
    
    
                Max did not sleep after the vote.

He lay in the prisoner tent with his armour still on, staring at the dark hide roof while the beach camp roared itself into celebration outside.

Víkingr.

The word rolled through the night.

It came in songs first.

Then in boasts.

Then in the hammering of fists against shields.

Then in laughter loud enough to make the tent walls tremble.

Max had heard battle joy before. He had felt it in himself. In the pit, with Yrsa’s blood in his mouth and the crowd chanting his name, he had understood how dangerous praise could become when mixed with violence.

This was different.

This was not the joy of a fight already survived.

This was anticipation.

Ships with empty holds.

Warriors with empty purses.

Clans who had crossed a continent and now wanted payment in the shape of other people’s lives.

His hands stayed curled at his sides until the leather of his gauntlets creaked.

Mourne sat near the brazier, still as a carved thing, helmet beside her knee. The flame painted her pale face in dull red.

She had not slept either.

Max did not know if that comforted him.

Eventually, he sat up.

“How can you allow this?”

Mourne’s eyes moved to him.

Not surprised.

She had been waiting for the question.

“Allow,” she said quietly, “implies power to stop.”

“You could have said something.”

“I did.”

“To me.”

“And Hrodgar.”

“You could have spoken in the meeting.”

“No.”

The answer was too flat.

Max stood.

The tent seemed too small suddenly. The air too warm. The noise outside too close.

“They’re going to raid villages. Towns. People who have done nothing.”

“Yes.”

“And we just stand there?”

“For now.”

“For now.” He laughed once, sharp and humourless. “That is becoming a very ugly phrase.”

“Yes.”

Max looked toward the tent flap, where firelight and shadows moved.

“They’re slavers.”

“Some.”

“Some?” His voice rose despite himself. “They voted to take thralls.”

Mourne did not flinch.

“That does not make every person in the camp the same.”

“It makes them part of it.”

“Yes.”

That yes struck harder than denial would have.

Mourne leaned forward slightly.

“Listen carefully. The Thalrune clans raid. They have raided for centuries. Before Integration. After Integration. Across islands, coasts, rival clans, monster shores, and kingdoms that later became maps. It is not disorder to them. It is economy. Honour. Blood price. Youth proving. Ship wealth. Clan survival. Cruelty braided into tradition until the people inside it call the braid beautiful.”

“That doesn’t make it right.”

“No.”

The simple agreement stole some of his next words.

Mourne continued.

“They do not harm children if custom holds.”

Max stared at her.

“That is your defence?”

“No. It is information.”

“They’ll take them.”

“Some, perhaps. Some clans avoid child-thralls. Some ransom them. Some take apprenticeships that are slavery with cleaner songs. Some kill men who resist, strip storehouses, take coin, silver, weapons, livestock, and adults strong enough to work or valuable enough to ransom.”

“You say that like it matters.”

“It does matter.”

“It doesn’t make it better.”

“No. But if you cannot separate degrees of harm, you cannot choose where to put the knife.”

Max looked away.

The words made sense.

He hated them for it.

Outside, another shout of víkingr rose, louder than before.

Max’s jaw tightened.

“I hate slavery.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

Mourne’s eyes sharpened.

Max met them.

“I was sentenced to the mines. If the Order hadn’t taken me, I would have been property with extra paperwork. Chains, labour, someone else deciding how much of me got spent. These people dress it in songs and wolf teeth, but it’s the same hunger.”

Mourne’s expression did not soften.

But something in her attention changed.

“Yes,” she said.

Max breathed hard through his nose.

“Then why aren’t you angrier?”

“I am.”

“You don’t look it.”

“My anger is old. It has learned to sit.”

“That sounds horrible.”

“It is useful.”

He hated that too.

Mourne stood.

She was smaller than him now when unarmoured, but the movement still made the tent feel like it had gained another blade.

“If we fight here, we die. If we kill Rurik, the clans splinter and perhaps raid worse. If we flee, they sail without witnesses and perhaps without restraint. If we remain, we may influence. Delay. Mark targets. Protect what can be protected. Find opportunity.”

Max looked at her.

“That’s not enough.”

“No.”

“What if enough never comes?”

“Then we decide what lesser failure we can live with.”

The words sat between them.

Lesser failure.

Max had thought becoming a knight meant learning how to win.

Mourne kept teaching him how often the world asked for something uglier.

By dawn, the camp was moving.

Ships were dragged farther into surf. Sails unfurled. Horses divided. Supplies loaded. Warriors shouted across the beach. Jarls argued over which ships would scout, which would strike, which would carry prisoners, which would remain reserve.

Max and Mourne were escorted to Hrodgar’s flagship.

Calling it a longship felt insufficient.

It had the shape of one in spirit—the high carved prow, the long lean hull, the rows of oars, the shields along the sides, the wolf-headed stern. But it dwarfed every other ship on the beach. Nearly five times their size, with multiple decks built over a broad central hull, three tall masts, raised fighting platforms fore and aft, and enclosed sections beneath the main deck. The hull was black oak banded with pale metal. The sails were dark red and storm grey. Runes crawled along the keel.

At the prow, jutting from beneath the carved wolf head, was a ram.

Mithril.

Max knew it before anyone told him.

The metal shone like moonlight trapped in a blade, pale and bright even beneath cloud. It had been shaped into a forward-thrusting spear-head beneath the waterline, surrounded by engraved rings and inlaid symbols. The enchantments around it hummed with force, motion, and impact.

Absorption woke hard.

Not curiosity.

Hunger.

The mithril ram tasted like speed. Lightness. Cutting through water. Breaking hulls. Refusing drag. Enchantment layered deep into rare metal by hands that understood war at sea.

Max stopped walking.

Mourne’s hand closed around his wrist.

“No.”

He swallowed.

His mouth had gone dry.

“I know.”

The hunger did not fade.

The ram was not demonic. Not cursed. Not whispering. That almost made it worse. It was powerful, clean, useful, and completely impossible for him to take without destroying the flagship and probably being killed by everyone on the beach.

Absorption did not care about practicalities.

It wanted.

Mourne’s fingers tightened.

“Max.”

He pulled his focus away with effort.

“No,” he said, more firmly this time.

The hunger retreated, resentful.

Hrodgar waited near the gangplank.

“You feel it?” he asked.

Max looked at him.

“The ram.”

Hrodgar grinned with pride.

“Moonbreaker. Taken from a drowned king’s warship three generations ago. She has split hulls, harbour chains, reef monsters, and once the jaw of a sea giant.”

Mourne said, “Stop making it sound attractive.”

Hrodgar laughed.

“Your boy has hungry eyes.”

“My boy has restraint.”

Max looked at her.

She did not look back.

The words helped more than they should have.

They were placed aboard beneath watch.

Not chained.

Not locked below.

But surrounded.

Six warriors were assigned to guard them at all times. Hrodgar called it courtesy. Mourne called it a leash. Hrodgar agreed and said a leash could still be braided respectfully.

The flagship was named Frostmaw.

Max learned that from a carved plaque near the steering platform. The ship moved like something alive when the oars struck water and the sails filled. It did not creak like merchant ships. It growled. Deep in the hull, old enchantments answered the sea.

The raiding fleet sailed south along the coast.

Not far out.

Close enough that Veyrath’s cliffs and beaches remained visible beneath the clouds. Fishing villages dotted the shoreline. Watchfires burned on some headlands, but not all. The first day passed without attack as scouts ranged ahead in smaller ships.

Max almost convinced himself nothing would happen.

That lasted until the second morning.

The first village was called Brackenmere.

Max heard the name from one of the captured fishermen later.

It had no wall.

Only a low ditch, a chapel with a blue door, seven fishing boats, storehouses near the beach, and a market square where nets had been laid out to dry.

The Thalrune ships came with the morning fog.

Max stood on Frostmaw’s raised forward deck, held back by four guards and Mourne’s silence.

He watched the longships slide toward shore.

No drums.

No horns until the first ships reached the shallows.

Then the horns sounded.

The village woke screaming.

Raiders leapt into knee-deep water and ran ashore with shields and axes. Some headed for the storehouses. Others for the square. A few moved toward the chapel. Smoke rose within minutes.

Max’s fists clenched.

Mourne stood beside him, helmet on, red cloak snapping in the wind.

No one killed children.

That was the only mercy he saw.

A boy ran from a hut and was grabbed by a raider. The raider shoved him aside rather than strike him. A woman carrying a baby was allowed to flee inland. Several old people were dragged into the square but not cut down.

Men who fought died.

Some quickly.

Some not.

A fisherman with a spear killed one raider before being split from shoulder to lung by an axe.

Max’s stomach turned.

Grain sacks were carried to the ships. Barrels of salted fish. Coils of rope. Chests from the chapel. Silver cups. A bell, small but polished. Tools. Cloth. Weapons. Livestock. Three relics from a shrine, wrapped in blue cloth and passed hand to hand with surprising care.

Then came the prisoners.

Adults mostly.

Hands bound.

Ropes around necks.

Strong men. Women old enough to work. A blacksmith with one arm bleeding badly. Two young women in fisher clothes. A priest with a split lip. A man in merchant blue who kept shouting that he could pay ransom.

Thralls.

The word settled in Max’s bones like frost.

He did nothing.

Mourne’s hand rested lightly against the back of his gauntlet.

Not comfort.

Reminder.

The second raid came three days later.

A larger town.

More resistance.

More fire.

This one had a watchtower and a militia of twenty men. The militia held for nearly ten minutes before Jarl Rurik’s people broke through the shield line. Max watched Rurik fight from the shore, red beard bright, sword flashing, laughing as he cut down a man twice his age.

Frostmaw did not join that raid fully. Hrodgar kept it in deeper water as command and reserve. Max and Mourne remained aboard with their guards.

That was how it continued.

Village.

Storehouse.

Shrine.

Town.

Smoke.

Grain.

Gold.

Silver.

Relics.

Thralls.

Some raids were swift. Others messy. One fishing hamlet surrendered at the first horn and lost food, coin, three boats, and eight adults but no lives. Another tried to burn the beach rather than let ships land. The clans answered harshly.

Max counted dead until he stopped being able to.

The raiders celebrated each return.

Mead. Songs. Laughing reports. Boasts of who had taken what. Arguments over shares. Jarl Rurik’s clan grew louder with each success, their holds filling with plunder and captives.

Hrodgar grew quieter.

Svanhild watched everyone.

Mourne watched more.

Max felt himself changing by the day.

Not becoming calmer.

Not accepting.

The opposite.

Each raid carved something in him deeper.

He hated the plunder.

He hated the laughter.

He hated the ropes around wrists.

He hated the way some captives became silent after only a day aboard, as if their bodies understood before their minds that no amount of disbelief would open the sea.

Most of all, he hated being still.

His Absorption tasted hunger everywhere now.

The ship’s mithril ram.

Relics in chests.

Fear from captives.

Greed from raiders.

Blood from wounded men.

Glory from fools.

And under it all, his own hunger to act.

The breaking point came after the fifth raid.

A town this time.

Stone quay. Smokehouses. A small market. Enough resistance to make Rurik’s clan angry and enough wealth to make them cruel.

Frostmaw’s deck was crowded by dusk.

Crates of grain and dried fish were stacked near the middeck. Silver bowls and shrine pieces lay in guarded chests. Three minor relics had been taken from a sea-god chapel and wrapped in oilcloth. Prisoners were kept near the rear under rope and spear watch.

Max stood near the mast with Mourne and four guards.

He had been standing too long.

That was what it felt like.

The body could only hold so much stillness before it turned poisonous.

One of Rurik’s men came aboard with a group of captives from the last boat.

Max recognised him.

Not by name.

By manner.

A thick-necked wolf-kin raider with shaved sides and long braids tied back with red cord. One of Rurik’s loud men. He had laughed during the vote. He had laughed during raids. He had laughed when a fisherman begged to trade his life for his daughter’s freedom.

He dragged a woman behind him by a rope tied around her wrists.

She stumbled on the wet deck.

The raider cursed and yanked.

She fell.

Not deliberately.

Exhaustion. Terror. A swollen ankle. Maybe all three.

The raider kicked her.

Hard.

The woman curled around her stomach.

Max moved.

Mourne’s hand caught his arm.

“Do not.”

The word came low.

Warning.

Command.

Max barely heard it.

The raider kicked the woman again.

“Stand, soft thing.”

Max’s vision narrowed.

The woman tried to rise.

Her hands were bound. Her ankle failed. She fell again.

The raider lifted the rope, wrapped it once around his fist, and struck her across the face with his other hand.

Something in Max went cold.

Not empty.

Clear.

He did not open Absorb Emotion.

He did not call Sunfire.

He did not let the demon stir.

He simply stepped forward.

Mourne’s grip tightened.

Max stopped only long enough to look at her.

“I know,” he said.

Her eyes, behind the red visor, held his.

No.

That was what she was saying without hand signs.

No.

This is not the place.

This is not the moment.

This is not enough.

The raider drew his hand back again.

Max pulled free.

He crossed the deck before anyone realised he had decided.

The raider saw him coming and smiled.

Good.

That made it easier.

Max stopped three paces away.

“Have you no shame?”

The deck quieted nearby.

The raider’s hand lowered slowly.

“What?”

Max pointed to the woman on the deck.

“Hitting one who cannot fight back.”

A few raiders turned.

Then more.

The woman stared up at him with blood at the corner of her mouth.

The wolf-kin raider looked Max up and down. His smile spread.

“She is mine by share.”

Max’s hands curled.

“She is a prisoner.”

“She is property.”

The word snapped across Max’s restraint.

No.

The chain inside him tightened, though the demon had not yet moved.

Max stepped closer.

The raider bared his teeth.

“You want to say more, holy boy?”

Mourne arrived at Max’s side.

Not touching him now.

That would weaken him in front of them.

But her presence landed like a blade between ribs.

“Choose carefully,” she said.

Max did not look at her.

The raider did.

He smirked.

“Little Thorn should leash her pup.”

Max smiled.

Not kindly.

The smirk faltered slightly.

Max said, “I challenge you.”

The deck went still.

Then sound rushed outward.

Not cheering yet.

Recognition.

Interest.

Hunger.

The raider blinked, then laughed.

“You challenge me?”

“Yes.”

“For a thrall?”

“For your shame.”

That got noise.

Nearby warriors whooped. Someone shouted for Hrodgar. Someone else shouted for Rurik. Feet pounded on deck as word travelled.

Mourne turned her helmet fully toward Max.

He felt her anger before she spoke.

Not hot.

Cold.

Precise.

“What are you doing?”

Max looked at her then.

Her voice dropped too low for the others to hear.

“Why?”

He knew the practical answers.

Because the raider had crossed a line.

Because letting cruelty happen once made the next silence easier.

Because he could not watch one more person beaten while telling himself patience was strategy.

Because every chain he had seen since Marric’s Rest had begun to feel like the mine sentence closing around his own wrists.

But another voice came from somewhere old.

A line from one of the books in Blackhold’s foundation lessons. Not monsterology. Not law. Something Orlan had quoted during ethics with a bored expression, as if expecting them to miss the point.

Max said it now.

“The ultimate tragedy is not the oppression and cruelty by the bad people, but the silence over that by the good people.”

Mourne went still.

For one heartbeat, the ship, the raiders, the sea, all of it seemed to fall away.

Then her eyes hardened.

“Beautiful words do not keep you alive.”

“No,” Max said. “But silence is starting to kill me anyway.”

Mourne stared at him.

Behind them, Hrodgar arrived.

Rurik too.

The wolf-kin raider rolled his shoulders, still grinning, but less easily now.

Hrodgar looked from the beaten woman to Max to the raider.

His jaw tightened.

“What is this?”

Rurik answered before Max could.

“A challenge. Your honoured prisoner has grown teeth again.”

Hrodgar’s eyes moved to Max.

“You challenge Sten of Rurik’s clan?”

Max looked at the raider.

Sten.

Good.

Names mattered.

“Yes.”

Sten cracked his neck.

“Accepted.”

Hrodgar’s expression darkened.

“For what stakes?”

Max said, “Her freedom.”

Sten laughed.

“No.”

Max’s eyes narrowed.

Sten stepped closer.

“You challenged me. I accept. I choose stakes if I accept insult.”

Mourne’s voice cut in. “Not in this custom.”

Rurik smiled.

“Shipboard challenge. Insult over treatment of lawful share. My man may demand recompense.”

Hrodgar turned on him.

“Do not twist clan law.”

“I am clarifying it.”

The deck filled around them. Raiders climbed rigging, leaned over railings, stood on crates. The captives were pulled back but not below. Even they watched, wide-eyed and terrified of hoping.

Max realised Rurik wanted this.

Maybe not the exact moment.

But the shape of it.

A chance to test him.

A chance to humiliate Hrodgar’s prisoner.

A chance to make Mourne lose control.

Mourne knew too.

Her anger made the air colder.

Hrodgar’s voice lowered. “What are your terms, Max?”

Max looked at Sten.

The wolf-kin raider grinned.

This was not Yrsa.

Yrsa had been pride and testing.

Sten was cruelty with witnesses.

Max said, “Weapons and armour.”

The deck quieted.

Sten’s grin grew.

“You choose shape?”

“You challenged. I accepted. I choose weapons and armour.”

Mourne’s head turned sharply.

“Max.”

He continued.

“To the death.”

The ship erupted.

Not like the camp after Yrsa.

Darker.

Harsher.

Several raiders shouted approval. Others cursed. Some stared, surprised. Captives flinched. Hrodgar’s face went flat with fury.

Rurik smiled like sunrise on a knife.

The word spread from mouth to mouth.

“Feigr.”

“Feigr.”

“Feigr.”

Max knew enough Thalrune now to understand.

Fated.

Doomed.

A death challenge.

One where someone was expected to die because honour, insult, or blood had been named too sharply to walk back.

Mourne stepped close enough that only Max heard her.

“You are a fool.”

“Yes.”

“Why to the death?”

“Because if he lives, he does it again.”

“You cannot kill every cruel man.”

“No.”

“You cannot duel every chain.”

“No.”

“Then why this one?”

Max looked at Sten.

At the woman on the deck.

At Rurik’s smile.

At Hrodgar’s anger.

At the ships full of grain, gold, silver, relics, and people.

“Because this one is in front of me.”

Mourne’s mouth tightened.

For a moment, he thought she might stop him by force.

She could.

Even here.

Even now.

Then Hrodgar spoke.

“Feigr requires witness and ring.”

Rurik said, “We have both.”

“Hrodgar—” Mourne began.

Hrodgar raised one hand, not looking at her.

His face was carved from storm.

“The challenge was spoken. Accepted. Named.”

He looked at Max.

“You chose death.”

Max nodded once.

“Yes.”

“Then stand by it.”

“I will.”

Rurik clapped once.

“Clear the centre!”

The ship came alive.

Crates were dragged aside. Coils of rope moved. Barrels lashed down. Captives pushed back. Warriors formed a wide ring on the main deck, shields locked along the edges to mark the boundary. Others climbed to higher decks for a better view. Sailors tied off lines and adjusted sails so the ship held steady with the coast wind.

The ring formed in the centre of Frostmaw.

Sea on all sides.

Raiders above and around.

Mithril ram humming faintly at the prow.

The deck slick with salt, old blood, and the first drops of evening rain.

Max stood at one side of the forming circle.

Sten stood opposite, rolling his shoulders, eyes bright with anticipation.

Mourne remained beside Max for one last moment.

Her voice was quiet.

“He is not Yrsa.”

“I know.”

“He will cheat if allowed.”

“I know.”

“He will try to make you angry.”

“I know.”

“He belongs to Rurik.”

“I know.”

“You do not know enough.”

Max looked at her.

She was angry.

Truly angry.

Not because he had challenged.

Because he had chosen the death of it without consulting her, without patience, without measuring all the knives hidden behind the obvious one.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Apologise if you live.”

That was fair.

She turned away.

The armourers brought Max his gear.

Cold iron plate.

Red cloak removed for the fight.

Halberd.

Boarding axe.

Rondel.

Gauntlets.

Helmet.

Everything.

Sten’s people brought his gear too.

A heavy mail shirt.

Wolf-hide mantle.

Round shield.

Long axe.

Two knives.

An iron helm with cheek guards.

The woman Sten had beaten was pulled to the edge of the ring by another captive. She watched Max with terrified eyes.

Do not make this about being seen, he told himself.

Not like the pit.

Not the chant.

Not glory.

This was not for that.

But the crowd was already hungry.

Feigr.

Feigr.

Feigr.

Max began fastening his armour.

Hands steady.

Heart steady.

Anger held low.

Sanctified fire banked.

Possessed V silent behind the chain.

The ring closed around him plank by plank, shield by shield, body by body.

And above it all, the raiders began to beat weapons against wood.

The death challenge was ready.

            

    
        My Mind Is My Own

    
    
    
    
                The ring closed.

Shield by shield.

Body by body.

Voice by voice.

The centre of Frostmaw became an arena of wet planks, salt wind, dark sails, and hungry eyes. The sea rolled beneath them, making the deck rise and fall in slow, heavy breaths. The coast of Veyrath sat like a shadow to the west, blurred by evening rain.

Max stood at one edge of the circle.

Fully armoured.

Cold iron plate locked around him. Gauntlets buckled. Helmet lowered. Halberd in hand. Boarding axe at his belt. Rondel at his side. No red cloak. The cloak had been removed and folded aside before the ring was made, because Thalrune custom did not allow loose cloth in a death challenge.

Across from him stood Sten of Rurik’s clan.

The wolf-kin raider rolled his shoulders under heavy mail and hide. His round shield was painted with a black wolf biting through a red chain. His long axe rested easily in his hand. He smiled as if this were still sport.

Max watched him.

The anger in his veins rose slowly.

Not like fire.

Like water behind a cracking dam.

He had been angry before.

He knew anger. He had carried it through cold roads, prison cells, mines that never claimed him, Blackhold yards, demon fights, slaver camps, Marric’s Rest, ship raids, and the pit. Mourne had taught him to name it, hold it, use it. Absorb Emotion could take the edge when needed. Fear could be swallowed. Pain could be thinned. Rage could be sharpened into something useful.

Not this.

This was too much.

It was not just Sten.

That was the problem.

It was the woman he had struck.

The rope around her wrists.

The word property.

The raids.

The captives below deck.

The towns burning behind them.

The storehouses emptied.

The shrine bells taken.

The laughter.

The vote.

The way the jarls had raised their hands and turned suffering into a line in a ledger.

The mines he had almost been sent to.

The orphanage door closing behind him.

Every chain he had seen since awakening.

Every time someone stronger had decided another person’s life was a tool to spend.

Absorb Emotion opened.

Max tried to take the fury by the throat.

It did not move.

No.

It moved.

But not enough.

The Skill pulled fear, pain, hesitation, disgust, and the first ragged edge of rage into its hollow place. But the righteous fury underneath did not empty. It swelled around the absence. Hotter. Brighter. More certain.

The demon behind the chain stirred.

Max felt it smile without a mouth.

No.

The chain tightened.

Binding VI pressed down.

Chain of Refusal wrapped cold around the thing’s edges.

Sanctified X burned in his blood.

No.

The demon did not speak.

It did something worse.

It agreed.

That fury is true, it seemed to say without words.

That cruelty deserves answer.

That man deserves fear.

That silence deserves breaking.

The thought slid through him wearing his own voice.

Max clenched his jaw hard enough that his teeth hurt.

Across the ring, Sten lifted his axe.

“Ready, holy boy?”

Max said nothing.

Mourne stood outside the ring, behind Hrodgar’s shoulder.

Her helmet hid her face.

But her whole body had gone still.

Too still.

She knew.

Somehow, she knew the fight had already shifted.

Hrodgar raised one hand.

The crowd beat weapons against shields.

Feigr.

Feigr.

Feigr.

The sound became a pulse.

Sten bared his teeth.

Rurik watched with eager eyes from the upper deck.

The beaten woman watched from the edge of the ring, face swollen, hands still bound.

Hrodgar’s hand fell.

“Begin!”

Sten charged.

Max did not move.

The axe came in fast, low, aimed at his knee joint.

A good strike.

Cruel.

Practical.

Max should have stepped back and used reach. Should have caught the haft with the halberd shaft. Should have hooked the shield. Should have tested Sten’s rhythm.

Instead, he let the axe hit him.

The blade struck his greave.

Cold iron screamed.

The impact should have jarred his leg.

It barely moved.

Sten’s smile flickered.

Max looked down at the axe.

Then at Sten.

The chain in his soul cracked.

Not shattered.

Cracked.

The demon slipped through like smoke through a door left almost closed.

Max grew.

It happened in one awful breath.

His bones stretched inside armour. His muscles swelled. His spine lengthened. Pain flashed white, then vanished beneath the roar of something deeper than Absorb Emotion. The cold iron plate groaned, straps straining as his body rose nearly a foot taller.

Then the armour changed.

Cold iron blackened.

Not painted.

Not burned.

It darkened from within, drinking the firelight, drinking the grey sky, drinking the lantern glow until the plates became the deepest black Max had ever seen. Edges sharpened. Ridges rose. Spikes pushed from pauldrons, vambraces, knuckles, greaves, and along the line of his helm like a crown of jagged shadow.

The gauntlets lengthened around his fingers.

Claws formed.

Black.

Cold.

Red light glowed faintly beneath the seams.

His skin, where visible at the throat beneath the helmet, flushed deep red.

The crowd fell silent.

Not slowly.

All at once.

Even the sea seemed quieter.

Sten stared up at him.

For the first time, the raider looked afraid.

Good, something inside Max thought.

No.

Max tried to seize that thought.

It slid away.

Sten recovered enough to shout and swing again.

Max caught the axe.

Not the haft.

The blade.

His enlarged black gauntlet closed around the edge and stopped it dead.

Sten pulled.

The axe did not move.

Max tilted his head.

Then crushed the blade in his hand.

Metal bent.

Sten released the weapon and stumbled back.

The crowd made a sound.

Not cheering.

Not yet.

Shock.

Max stepped forward.

The deck creaked beneath his weight.

Sten drew one of his knives.

Max’s halberd lay in his other hand, but it suddenly felt unnecessary. Still, he moved with it, almost lazily.

Sten slashed at the gap beneath his arm.

Max let the knife scrape across the blackened plate.

Sparks vanished into the armour like light falling into deep water.

Then Max punched him.

Not full force.

If it had been full force, Sten would have died there.

The blow struck the shield and drove it into the raider’s chest. Wood cracked. Sten flew backward, boots leaving the deck, and slammed into the shield-ring. Warriors behind him staggered but did not break formation.

Max followed.

Slowly.

The demon liked slow.

The demon liked fear having time to understand itself.

Sten coughed and forced himself up.

“Monster,” he spat.

Max’s mouth moved beneath the helmet.

The voice that came out was deeper than his own.

“Yes.”

Mourne moved.

Only a fraction.

Hrodgar’s arm barred her path.

Not to stop her forever.

To stop her from breaking the ring too soon.

Max saw none of that clearly.

He saw Sten.

He saw the man’s hand reaching for another knife.

He saw the woman on the deck, blood at her mouth.

He saw the rope.

Property.

The anger surged.

Sten threw the knife.

Max caught it in his shoulder spike.

The blade rang and spun away.

Max was on him before he could draw the next.

One clawed hand closed around Sten’s wrist.

Bones cracked.

Sten screamed.

The sound fed something.

Max twisted.

The wrist broke completely.

The knife fell.

Sten struck with his shield edge.

Max tore the shield from his arm and threw it overboard.

It splashed into the grey sea.

Now Sten had no axe.

No shield.

One broken wrist.

A knife still at his belt.

A death challenge should have ended quickly.

Max knew that somewhere.

A clean kill.

A lesson.

A consequence.

Instead, he stepped closer.

Sten backed away.

The ring held him.

Max grabbed his unbroken arm and squeezed until the mail beneath his fingers collapsed. Sten dropped to one knee. Max lifted him by that arm and slammed him down onto the deck hard enough to crack planks.

A few raiders shouted.

Not encouragement now.

Warnings.

Objections.

Mourne’s voice cut through the silence.

“Max.”

He heard it.

From far away.

Sten groaned, trying to crawl.

Max placed one black boot on his back.

Pressed.

Ribs cracked beneath the pressure.

The raider screamed.

Max leaned down.

“You like helpless things?”

His voice sounded wrong.

Too deep.

Too calm.

Too pleased.

Sten tried to curse.

Max kicked him over onto his back.

The raider’s face was pale beneath blood and sweat. His eyes darted wildly. His broken wrist hung at an angle. He reached for the knife at his belt with his good hand.

Max let him.

Let his fingers touch the hilt.

Then drove a claw through the back of that hand and pinned it to the deck.

Sten shrieked.

Max bent lower.

“Not yet.”

The words made his stomach twist somewhere deep inside himself.

But the demon liked them.

Liked the shape of them.

Liked the fear they made.

He drew one claw slowly across Sten’s chest, cutting mail, leather, cloth, skin. Not deep enough to kill. Deep enough to hurt. Another line. Then another. Red opened under iron rings.

Someone at the edge of the ring swore.

The raiders were silent now.

Even Rurik.

Max broke Sten’s ankle next.

Then his knee.

Not because he needed to.

Because he could.

Because part of him wanted the man to understand every helpless body he had ever made.

Because the demon took that desire and sharpened it until punishment became pleasure.

Sten sobbed.

The sound should have stopped Max.

It did not.

The woman Sten had beaten covered her mouth with bound hands.

Mourne spoke again.

“Max.”

This time there was something in her voice.

Not fear.

Not command.

Warning.

A thread back.

Max ignored it.

No.

He did not ignore it.

Something inside him heard.

Something inside him screamed.

But his hands kept moving.

He crouched over Sten and gripped the raider’s face.

Sten bucked weakly.

Max’s thumbs pressed beneath his eyes.

For one heartbeat, he saw the man as an enemy.

Then as prey.

Then as nothing but a thing to be punished.

That was the demon.

That was not him.

No.

Too late.

His claws gouged.

Sten screamed until his voice broke.

Several raiders looked away.

Max did not.

He cut him again.

Arms.

Chest.

Thigh.

Side.

Small wounds.

Cruel wounds.

Wounding Bite III made them bleed more than they should. Made them resist closing. Made every line matter.

That was his effect.

His choice.

His fault.

Sten was no longer fighting.

Barely moving.

Barely a threat.

Still alive.

Max grabbed him by the sides of the head.

His enlarged hands covered skull and jaw easily.

The crowd around him had become a grave.

No chanting.

No cheers.

No víkingr.

Only the wind.

The sea.

Sten’s ragged breathing.

Max lifted him.

The raider’s feet dragged against the deck.

For a moment, their faces were close.

Sten could not see him anymore.

Blood ran black-red down his cheeks.

“Please,” Sten whispered.

The word should have mattered.

It did.

Too late.

Max tore his head off.

The body dropped.

The head remained in his hands.

Blood spilled across black armour and wet deck.

Silence held.

Absolute.

Even Frostmaw’s old enchanted timbers seemed to go still beneath him.

Max stood in the centre of the ring, nearly a foot taller than he should be, armour black and spiked, claws wet, Sten’s severed head gripped in both hands.

The demon exulted.

The feeling was enormous.

Righteous.

Beautiful.

Sickening.

He had done it.

He had punished cruelty.

He had made the raiders silent.

He had made them afraid.

He had—

No.

The thought cracked.

Max looked at the head in his hands.

At the ruined body on the deck.

At the blood.

At the captives.

At Mourne.

Her helmet hid her expression, but her stillness was no longer controlled.

It was waiting on the edge of violence.

He had not killed Sten.

Not cleanly.

He had tortured him.

Disarmed him.

Broken him.

Blinded him.

Cut him.

Prolonged it because part of him had wanted the man to suffer.

Because the demon had taken his anger and worn it like his face.

The sickness hit all at once.

Not physical first.

Soul-deep.

Wrong.

Wrong.

Wrong.

The demon pressed forward, trying to turn horror into justification.

He deserved it.

Max dropped the head.

It hit the deck with a wet sound.

No.

The chain inside him strained.

The demon did not retreat immediately.

It clung.

To anger.

To shame.

To the crowd’s fear.

To the black armour.

To the red skin beneath.

Max staggered.

His clawed hands pressed against his helmet.

The world pulsed.

The ship tilted under him.

No.

My mind is my own.

The words came from somewhere older than training.

Older than Blackhold.

Older than the fiend.

He said them aloud.

At first, they came out distorted.

“My mind…”

The demon hissed without sound.

The chain tightened.

Binding VI burned cold.

Sanctified X flared white-hot through his blood.

The black armour steamed.

Spikes cracked.

Max gritted his teeth.

“My mind is my own.”

Mourne stepped closer to the ring.

No one stopped her now.

Max fell to one knee.

The deck cracked beneath it.

The demon pushed once more.

Images flashed.

Sten kicking the woman.

Slavers dragging prisoners.

The mines.

The orphanage.

Every cruelty.

Every reason.

Every excuse.

Max screamed.

Not in triumph.

In refusal.

“My mind is my own!”

White-gold fire erupted beneath the blackened plates.

The spikes crumbled into ash.

The armour shrank back toward cold iron, its unnatural black fading slowly from deepest void to dull dark grey. Red withdrew from his skin. Bones compressed. Muscles shrank. Pain returned like a flood through broken gates.

He nearly collapsed.

The transformation peeled away in shudders.

Claws became gauntlets.

The helm returned to its proper shape.

His height fell back into himself.

Blood still covered him.

Sten’s blood.

The silence remained.

Max stood slowly because falling felt like surrendering to what had happened.

Every raider watched him.

Not like after Yrsa.

No hunger now.

No joy.

Fear.

Horror.

Some respect, perhaps, but of the wrong kind.

The kind given to storms that tear roofs off homes.

Max could not bear it.

He turned away from Sten’s body.

Away from the woman.

Away from Mourne.

Away from the ring.

No one stopped him as he walked through the raiders.

They parted.

Every step felt too slow.

His armour felt too heavy.

The deck seemed longer than it should.

He heard someone speak behind him, but the words did not reach meaning.

He kept walking.

Down one set of stairs.

Across the middeck.

Past cargo.

Past a pair of guards who moved aside without instruction.

Toward the berth assigned to him and Mourne beneath the forward deck.

His hands shook.

Not from battle.

From memory.

From the feeling of Sten’s skull under his fingers.

He wanted to vomit.

He wanted to tear the armour off.

He wanted to ask Mourne what to do and never hear the answer.

He reached the berth and ducked inside.

The small room smelled of salt, old wood, oiled leather, and the faint iron scent of his own gear. There were two narrow sleeping shelves, a bolted chest, a hanging lantern, and not enough air.

Max sat on the lower shelf.

Then bent forward.

His gauntleted hands pressed to his knees.

He tried to breathe.

In.

Out.

In.

Out.

The demon had retreated.

Not gone.

Never gone.

Behind the chain again.

Quiet.

Not sleeping.

Waiting.

Max laughed once.

It came out broken.

Then the sickness rose properly and he leaned over a bucket near the wall and emptied his stomach until there was nothing left but bitterness.

He was still wiping his mouth when the door opened.

A raider stood there.

Not Hrodgar.

Not Rurik.

One of Hrodgar’s men, face pale beneath braided hair. He did not step inside immediately. He looked at Max the way a man looked at a wolf found sitting in a chapel.

Behind him stood three captives.

No.

Three slaves.

That was the word the ship would use.

Two women and one man.

The woman Sten had beaten was among them. Her face was swollen. Her wrists were still marked by rope, though the rope itself had been cut. Beside her stood an older man with greying hair and a torn fisherman’s coat. The third was a young woman with dark curls, eyes hollow from fear, clutching a folded blanket to her chest.

The raider cleared his throat.

“By Feigr right,” he said.

Max stared at him.

The words meant nothing.

The raider gestured behind him.

“Sten’s spoils pass to the victor.”

Max’s stomach turned again.

“No.”

The raider hesitated.

“You killed him.”

“I know.”

“His share is yours.”

“No.”

The raider looked deeply uncomfortable now.

Perhaps because refusing spoils broke a script he trusted.

Perhaps because standing near Max after what had happened made every script feel thin.

He lifted a hand.

Two more raiders entered carrying a heavy chest between them. They placed it on the floor with a thud. Iron-banded. Stained with salt. Marked with Rurik’s clan sign crudely scratched near the lock.

The first raider opened it.

Inside lay relics.

A folded cloak of dark green cloth.

Several rings in small bone cases.

A hand axe with a silver-inlaid edge.

A sword wrapped in red leather.

Three amulets.

A broken bracelet.

A small carved idol wrapped in blue cloth.

Max felt Absorption wake despite everything.

Hungry.

Interested.

He flinched away so hard his shoulder hit the wall.

The raider noticed.

Swallowed.

“Relics from raids. His claim. Yours now.”

Max looked at the chest as if it were full of severed hands.

In a way, it was.

Every item had belonged to someone.

A shrine.

A home.

A dead fighter.

A robbed temple.

A stolen life.

The hunger did not care.

Max did.

The raider stepped aside and gestured to the three captives.

“These also.”

The beaten woman stared at the floor.

The older man’s jaw clenched.

The younger woman trembled.

Max could not speak.

The raider continued, voice stiff with custom.

“They are your responsibility now. To feed. To clothe. To guard or free according to your right, though freeing may require jarl witness if share-dispute is raised.”

Max slowly lifted his gaze.

“My responsibility.”

“Yes.”

The words echoed.

Responsibility.

Not ownership.

No.

Never.

He would not use their word.

Not even inside his own head.

The raider seemed eager to leave.

“Food will be brought. Hrodgar says the ring stands complete. No one disputes the kill.”

Max closed his eyes.

The kill.

Not the torture.

Not the loss of control.

Just the kill.

Of course.

When he opened them, the raider was gone.

The door remained open.

The three captives stood at the threshold, uncertain whether entering was safer than remaining outside.

Max looked at them.

Blood still covered his armour.

Sten’s blood.

His hands still shook.

The beaten woman would not meet his eyes.

He had challenged for her freedom.

Instead, he had inherited her.

That was the shape this world gave mercy when filtered through raider law.

Max swallowed.

His throat hurt.

“You’re not mine,” he said.

The words came out rough.

All three looked at him.

He tried again.

“You are not mine. You are not property. I don’t care what they said. Sit if you want. Stand if you want. Take the bed.”

No one moved.

Of course they did not.

He looked down at his gauntlets.

At the blood crusted between the plates.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

That frightened them more.

He did not blame them.

After a moment, the older man stepped inside first. Slowly. Carefully. The two women followed. The younger one kept as far from Max as the small room allowed. The beaten woman sat near the wall and stared at nothing.

The chest of relics sat between them like a temptation and an accusation.

Max looked at it.

Absorption whispered hunger without words.

The demon remained silent.

Mourne was not there.

He had never felt less victorious in his life.

Outside, somewhere above, the sea struck the hull.

Frostmaw sailed on.

            

    
        Fear Is Not Respect

    
    
    
    
                The raiders avoided Max after Feigr.

Not all of them.

Not openly.

No Thalrune warrior wanted to look afraid where others might see it.

But the ship had changed.

Men who had laughed too loudly near him now found reasons to stand elsewhere. Wolf kin who had once bared teeth and shoved shoulders in challenge gave him space. Conversations lowered when he passed. Hands moved closer to weapons, then away again when they remembered he was not supposed to be an enemy.

Supposed to be.

That was the shape of it.

A question no one wanted answered.

Max noticed the first time he stepped onto the main deck after Sten’s death.

The morning was cold and wet, grey sea rolling beneath Frostmaw while gulls screamed above the mast. Rain clung to the ship’s rails. Oars were being checked along the lower deck. Captives were being fed near the rear, watched by two of Hrodgar’s men instead of Rurik’s.

Max came up from the berth in cleaned armour.

Mostly cleaned.

Blood had a way of finding seams.

The first raider who saw him stopped talking.

The second followed his gaze.

Then the third.

A path opened without anyone ordering it.

Max stood at the top of the steps and watched them move.

A small, ugly part of him liked it.

There was no point lying to himself.

He liked the flinch.

Liked the way Sten’s clan looked away.

Liked the way Rurik’s men no longer laughed when he turned his head. Liked that people who had cheered for raids, watched captives dragged aboard, and called human beings spoils now stepped aside as if worried the monster they had applauded might choose them next.

Good, something inside him thought.

Let them be afraid.

The demon behind the chain shifted.

Not pushing.

Not speaking.

Pleased.

That was worse.

Max’s pleasure curdled immediately.

He stopped on the deck, one hand tightening on the rail.

No.

The chain inside him cooled.

Binding VI held.

The demon retreated slightly, but not far. It remained there, quiet and satisfied, as if fear was a meal they were sharing.

Max felt sick.

Again.

He had been feeling sick often.

Not from wounds. Halla’s work and Mourne’s field treatment had taken care of the worst of those. Not from the sea either, though Frostmaw’s motion still disliked him on bad mornings.

This was deeper.

Memory-sickness.

He could still feel Sten’s jaw beneath his hands.

Not the kill.

The rest.

The parts before.

The parts he had chosen while the demon sharpened him.

The parts he could not hand entirely to possession because enough of him had wanted them.

That was the poison.

He walked toward the captives.

No.

Not captives.

People.

Three of them were under his responsibility now according to Feigr law. He still did not know what to do with that, except refuse the word property every time it tried to form in someone else’s mouth.

The older fisherman was named Darric.

The younger woman with dark curls was Lina.

The woman Sten had beaten was Marae.

Not Mara.

Marae.

She had told him quietly the night before after almost an hour of silence, as if giving him her name was more dangerous than entering his berth.

They were on deck now with several others taken in the raids. Their wrists were not bound this morning.

That was new.

They sat near the rear under guard, eating oat mash and salted fish from wooden bowls. Blankets had been handed out. Real ones. Not sail scraps. Lina had a cloak around her shoulders that looked like it had belonged to a raider. Darric’s split lip had been treated. Marae’s swollen face looked better, though bruising still darkened one cheek.

They were still prisoners.

Still on a raider ship.

Still far from home.

But they were being treated better.

Max knew why.

Fear.

Not mercy.

Not justice.

Fear of what he might do if someone gave him another reason.

The thought twisted inside him.

He had wanted to stop cruelty.

Instead, he had created a different shape of it.

Useful, perhaps.

But ugly.

Marae looked up as he approached.

She flinched before she stopped herself.

Max froze.

Then changed direction and stopped farther away, giving her room.

“Food enough?” he asked.

Darric looked at him first, then at the guard, then back.

“Yes.”

“Water?”

“Yes.”

“Blankets?”

Lina nodded without speaking.

Max looked at the guard. One of Hrodgar’s men. Blue tattoo along his cheek. He had been at the duel. Everyone had been at the duel, or claimed to be.

“They stay unbound unless they try to jump or attack someone,” Max said.

The guard stared at him.

Not offended.

Careful.

“Hrodgar said the same.”

“Good.”

The word sounded too much like Mourne in his own mouth.

Max hated that and liked it at the same time.

He turned to leave.

Marae spoke.

Quietly.

“Why?”

Max stopped.

He did not turn fully.

“Why what?”

“You killed him.”

The deck seemed too loud suddenly. Oars knocking. Sail snapping. Men pretending not to listen.

“Yes.”

“For me?”

Max closed his eyes briefly.

That was the trap.

A heroic answer would be easier.

A lie would make the story cleaner.

He opened his eyes and looked back.

“At first,” he said.

Marae’s bruised face tightened.

He forced himself to continue.

“Then it became something else. Something worse. I’m sorry.”

The guard’s gaze flicked toward him.

Darric frowned, as if apology from armoured monsters was a thing his mind had not prepared for.

Marae looked down at her bowl.

“I’m still glad he’s dead.”

Max swallowed.

“So am I.”

That was also true.

Truth, apparently, did not always make a person better.

He left before the silence became unbearable.

Mourne found him near the prow.

Not directly at the mithril ram. He avoided that now. Moonbreaker’s enchantments still sang to Absorption whenever he stood too close, a clean, bright hunger that made him angry in a different way.

He stood farther back, where the carved wolf head split the rain and the sea stretched grey ahead.

Mourne came up beside him without a sound.

Fully armoured. Helmet on. Red cloak damp but still stubbornly red in the rain. The three skulls at her belt had been cleaned since the duel. Max wondered who had done it. Mourne herself, probably. He could not imagine anyone else volunteering.

Neither spoke for a while.

The ship rose and fell.

Finally, Mourne said, “You like their fear.”

Max’s jaw tightened.

“Yes.”

No point lying.

She nodded.

“The demon likes that you like it.”

His hands closed around the rail.

“Yes.”

“That frightens you.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

He looked at her.

“How is that good?”

“Because fear is still serving its purpose.”

He laughed once, bitter.

“I tortured a man to death and tore his head off.”

“Yes.”

Her agreement landed without softness.

Max looked away first.

The sea was easier than her visor.

“I thought you were going to tell me I’m not a monster.”

“No.”

His throat tightened.

“Right.”

Mourne’s voice did not change.

“I will not tell you comforting lies because you crave punishment. That is another indulgence.”

Max turned sharply.

“I’m not craving punishment.”

“You are.”

He stared at her.

Mourne continued, “You want me to name you ruined so you can collapse into it. You want the horror to become identity because identity is easier than responsibility.”

The words hit harder than Sten’s axe ever had.

Max’s first response was anger.

Then denial.

Then nothing.

Because she was right enough to hurt.

“What am I supposed to do?” he asked.

Mourne looked out over the grey water.

“Learn.”

“That’s not enough.”

“It is the only answer that survives.”

Max gripped the rail until his gauntlets creaked.

“I lost control.”

“Yes.”

“I enjoyed it.”

“Yes.”

“I wanted him to suffer.”

“Yes.”

“Part of me still thinks he deserved it.”

“He did deserve suffering.”

Max looked at her.

Mourne’s visor remained fixed on the sea.

“He deserved punishment,” she said. “Death, likely. Pain, perhaps. But your judgment ended before your hands stopped. That is where the mistake lives.”

Max breathed out slowly.

The words slid into him and found the shape of the wound.

Not that Sten had died.

That Max had continued after the fight was over.

“Mourne,” he said quietly, “what if I can’t stop next time?”

“Then I will stop you.”

He believed her.

That should have been frightening.

It was.

It also helped.

Mourne’s hand rested on the rail beside his.

Black gauntlet.

Clawed.

Still.

“I have urges too,” she said.

Max went very still.

Mourne did not talk about herself like that.

Not easily.

Not ever, unless the lesson demanded blood.

She continued, voice flat but lower than usual.

“Blood calls. Fear sweetens it. Pain can sharpen it. Predators often taste better than innocents, but hunger does not care about moral categories unless trained to. I have spent longer than your line has existed learning the difference between need, desire, and excuse.”

Max did not interrupt.

The ship groaned beneath them.

Rain tapped on armour.

“Once,” Mourne said, “I failed.”

The words were quiet enough that the sea almost took them.

Max looked at her.

Her helmet hid everything.

“I was younger. Not newly turned, but young enough to believe self-hatred was the same as restraint. I had been hunting a blood cult through the northern city-states. They used children as vessels, old men as doors, women as bait, priests as knives. I found their den too late.”

Her clawed fingers flexed once against the rail.

“Everyone inside was dead or close enough. The cultists remained. I killed them. Correctly at first.”

Max felt cold.

“At first,” he repeated.

“At first,” Mourne said. “Then one begged using the voice of a child he had murdered. I knew it was trickery. I knew he could not be allowed to live. I also knew he was helpless.”

She was silent for a few breaths.

“I drank him dry slowly. Then the next. Then the next. By the time the hunger receded, I had drained two who were guilty, one who was enthralled, and one servant boy hiding beneath a table who had never raised a knife.”

Max stopped breathing.

Mourne’s voice did not break.

That made it worse.

“I remember his pulse more clearly than the cult leader’s name.”

“Mourne…”

“Do not soften it. I killed an innocent because I let thirst wear justice as a mask.”

The rain seemed louder.

Max did not know what to say.

There probably was nothing.

Mourne turned her helmet toward him.

“That is why I tell you no. That is why I make you name feelings. That is why I distrust righteous hunger. The fact that anger is justified does not make every action it chooses just.”

Max looked down at his hands.

Sten’s blood was gone from the gauntlets.

He could still see it.

“Does it get easier?” he asked.

Mourne considered.

She always considered that question.

He had asked versions of it before.

Leaving Seraphine.

Choosing the hunt.

Carrying guilt.

Now this.

“No,” she said. “It becomes more familiar. You become better at recognising the first wrong step.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“Comfort rarely prevents repetition.”

“No.”

“Useful things do.”

Max let out a slow breath.

“What was the first wrong step?”

“For me?”

“Yes.”

“Thinking my pain gave me permission.”

He felt that land.

For himself, the answer came almost immediately.

Thinking their fear proved I was right.

The demon stirred faintly.

Not pleased now.

Irritated.

Max almost smiled.

That irritation helped.

Mourne continued, “You are not ruined.”

He looked up.

“You said you wouldn’t tell me comforting lies.”

“I am not. You are not ruined. You are dangerous, wounded, proud, angry, possessed, powerful, foolish, improving, and seventeen.”

“That is a long list.”

“Incomplete.”

“Thanks.”

“You made a mistake that cannot be undone. Learn enough that it does not become pattern.”

Max nodded slowly.

The knot in his chest did not vanish.

It shifted.

Still heavy.

But shaped differently.

Mourne looked toward the rear of the ship, where the captives sat under blankets.

“I owe you an apology.”

Max blinked.

That was so unexpected he almost forgot the conversation.

“What?”

“I stood by while people suffered.”

He stared at her.

“You told me we had no choice.”

“We had few choices. Not none.”

“Mourne—”

She cut him off.

“No. Listen.”

He did.

Her voice remained controlled, but there was something under it. Not shame exactly. Something older and sharper.

“I chose patience because it was strategically sound. Because one act would not stop the fleet. Because I feared escalation. Because I judged that remaining close to the decision-makers mattered more than intervening in individual cruelties.”

“That sounds reasonable.”

“Yes. Reason can become cowardice if left unexamined.”

Max said nothing.

Mourne looked at him.

“You should not have challenged to Feigr without thinking. You were reckless. You gave the demon room. You made yourself Rurik’s spectacle. You may yet have made our situation worse.”

He lowered his eyes.

“But,” she continued, “I should not have left you alone with the weight of watching.”

Max looked up again.

Mourne inclined her head slightly.

“I apologise.”

The words sat between them, stranger than any relic.

Mourne apologising felt like seeing Blackhold kneel.

Max did not know what to do with it.

So he chose honesty.

“I don’t know if I forgive you.”

“Good.”

He almost laughed.

“Is everything good?”

“No.”

“But that is?”

“Yes. Immediate forgiveness often lies to avoid discomfort.”

He shook his head.

“You are impossible.”

“Yes.”

For a while, they stood together in the rain.

Not fixed.

Not absolved.

But less alone with the damage.

Later, they returned to the berth.

The chest of Sten’s spoils still sat where the raiders had left it.

Max had tried not to look at it.

That had not made the hunger disappear.

It had only made it quieter.

The chest was iron-banded and salt-stained, marked with Rurik’s clan sign crudely scratched near the lock. Inside lay relics gathered from raids and thefts and perhaps kills Max would never know the shape of.

A folded cloak of dark green cloth.

Several rings in small bone cases.

A hand axe with a silver-inlaid edge.

A sword wrapped in red leather.

Three amulets.

A broken bracelet.

A small carved idol wrapped in blue cloth.

All of it stolen.

All of it useful.

Max stood over the chest and felt disgust twist through him.

Not at the relics.

At the part of himself that wanted them.

At Absorption, which did not care where power came from. At the hunger that looked at grief and saw tools. At the way his own mind could begin with horror and still arrive at calculation.

Mourne stood by the closed door.

Darric, Marae, and Lina sat on the upper sleeping shelf and floor, silent and wary. They watched the chest as if it might bite.

Maybe it would.

Max looked down at his hands.

He remembered the black armour.

The spikes.

The claws.

The strength.

How easy the duel had become after the demon slipped through.

How easily Sten had broken beneath him.

He had hated what he had done.

But part of him remembered the strength.

That was the most frightening truth.

He did not want to need it.

Ever again.

If he was too weak without the demon, then weakness would keep making doors. If every impossible fight forced him closer to the thing chained inside him, then one day the chain would fail. One day refusal would come too late. One day Mourne would have to stop him, and perhaps she would not be fast enough.

He needed power that was his.

Effects that were his.

Answers that did not require becoming something else.

Max reached into the chest.

Mourne’s voice came at once.

“Why?”

He paused with his fingers above the dark green cloak.

“Because I need to be stronger.”

“That is often the beginning of poor choices.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Max looked up.

“I need to be strong enough that I don’t have to use it again.”

He did not need to say the demon.

They all felt the silence around the word.

Marae looked away.

Darric’s jaw tightened.

Lina pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders.

Mourne’s red eyes held him.

“Power will not replace control.”

“No.”

“Strength will not save you from wanting more strength.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Max looked back at the chest.

“No. Not fully. But I know I can’t stay as I am.”

Mourne crossed the small berth and crouched beside the chest.

“Then we do this properly.”

Max breathed out.

Together, they sorted the relics.

Mourne removed two rings first.

One silver.

One bronze.

Both plain except for tiny marks inside the bands.

“These are paired,” she said.

“Effects?”

“Household blessing. Bond warmth. Minor protection when worn by the pair.”

Max held out his hand.

Mourne did not give them to him.

“These are wedding rings.”

He looked at her.

“You said we were doing this properly.”

“We are.”

“Then properly means I choose what I carry.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“You would absorb wedding rings?”

“I don’t want to.”

“That is not what I asked.”

Max looked at the rings.

He imagined hands wearing them. A couple standing in a chapel. A promise made. A raid breaking it. Sten taking them because they shone or because someone begged for him not to.

Absorption wanted them.

Not strongly.

But enough.

The disgust rose again.

Alongside it came practicality.

Protection.

Warmth.

Bond.

Maybe useful.

Maybe not.

He closed his eyes.

If he refused everything because it hurt to take, he would remain weak. If he took everything without remembering, he would become something worse.

So he remembered.

Then opened his eyes.

“Yes,” he said. “I would.”

Mourne’s expression did not soften.

“Their weight stays with you.”

“I know.”

“No. You will know later.”

She placed the rings in his hand.

Max almost told her to stop.

Instead, he opened Absorption.

The rings resisted more than expected.

Not with strength.

With meaning.

They were not powerful, but they had been loved. The blessing inside them was small and stubborn, shaped by repeated touch, shared meals, warm hands, sickbeds, arguments, apologies, and ordinary years stolen by extraordinary cruelty.

Max took them.

The silver and bronze collapsed into intertwined threads of light, warm and aching, sinking through his palm.

System text unfolded.


New Effect Gained: Hearth Bond I.

New Effect Gained: Paired Warmth I.


Max swallowed.

The effects settled quietly.

Not combat power.

Not glory.

Something gentler.

That somehow hurt more.

He read them aloud because Mourne expected no omissions.

Hearth Bond I

Effect: Slightly strengthens the user’s ability to recognise sincere bonds of trust, loyalty, or long companionship through emotional resonance.

Paired Warmth I

Effect: Minor resistance to cold and loneliness when in the presence of trusted allies or companions.

No one spoke after that.

Darric closed his eyes.

Marae looked at Max with an expression he could not read.

Lina was crying silently.

Max moved to the next ring because stopping would make the room unbearable.

It was iron set with a tiny black stone.

“Grip stabilisation,” Mourne said. “Minor. Clean.”

He absorbed it.

The metal collapsed into dull light and sank through his palm.


Iron Grip III has synchronised with Grip Stabilisation I.

Iron Grip III has progressed to Iron Grip IV.


The second ring was bronze, etched with little wave marks.

“Breath holding,” Mourne said. “Likely sailor’s charm.”

Max absorbed it.


New Effect Gained: Deep Breath II.

Effect: Improves breath control and duration. Reduces panic response while underwater or deprived of air.


The final ring was silver-black, smooth as water and cold even before he touched it.

Mourne held it up between two claws.

“Shadow step?”

Max felt it.

“No. Not movement.”

“Then?”

“Attention slipping. Not as good as the cloak I absorbed in Velm. But similar.”

Mourne watched his face.

“Clean?”

“Mostly.”

“Mostly.”

“Not cursed. Just used by someone who hid often.”

“Fear?”

“Maybe.”

“Crime?”

“Probably.”

Max absorbed it anyway.

The ring dissolved into smoke-dark light.


Veil II has synchronised with Hidden Passage I.

Veil II has progressed to Veil III.


The cloak came next.

Dark green. Travel-worn. Enchanted for rain-shedding, warmth, and quiet movement in bad weather.

Useful.

Probably stolen from someone who needed it.

Max touched the fabric and felt Absorption stir.

His first instinct was disgust.

Then the same reasoning returned.

Strength that was his.

Control that did not require the wrong door.

He absorbed the cloak.

It resisted softly, like wet wool clinging to skin, then folded into green-grey light.


Camouflage IV has synchronised with Storm Cloak II.

Camouflage IV has progressed to Camouflage V.

New Effect Gained: Weathered Comfort I.


Camouflage V

Effect: The user’s armour, clothing, and silhouette blend more effectively with nearby colours, shadows, weather, and broken sightlines. Stronger in rain, fog, sea spray, forest shadow, alleys, and dim terrain.


Weathered Comfort I

Effect: Reduces distraction from cold rain, damp clothing, sea spray, and wind chill.


Mourne made a thoughtful sound.

“Useful for Thalrune.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It is a continent.”

“Still ominous.”

The amulets were next.

The first was bone-carved and dead.

Not every relic remained alive forever.

Max absorbed it anyway.

It gave almost nothing.

A faint warmth. A scrap of old warding. Not enough to form a new effect, but enough for Absorption to swallow and settle.

The second held a minor ward against sickness, clean and simple.

Max absorbed it.


New Effect Gained: Hardy Constitution I.

Effect: Slightly improves resistance to mundane illness, fatigue from poor weather, and minor bodily weakness after exertion.


The third amulet was a small silver fish.

Mourne disliked it immediately.

“Why?” Max asked.

“Too eager.”

“Cursed?”

“No. But it wants devotion.”

“Devotion to what?”

“Sea god. River god. Something with scales and insecurity.”

Max touched it.

The amulet pulsed.

Not evil.

Not exactly.

It wanted worship the way hungry dogs wanted scraps.

Max thought of the sea around them. Of Frostmaw. Of Moonbreaker. Of drowning. Of needing every answer he could gather.

He absorbed it.

Mourne’s mouth tightened but she did not stop him.

The silver fish flashed blue and vanished through his skin.

For one breath, Max heard waves from very far away.

Then text appeared.


New Effect Gained: Tide Sense I.

Effect: Grants minor awareness of nearby strong water movement, undertow, shifting tides, and dangerous current changes while close to large bodies of water.


Max let out a breath.

No voice.

No worship.

Only the faint sense of the sea pressing around the hull, deeper and larger than sight.

The broken bracelet carried a charm against slipping on wet surfaces. It merged with Surefoot.


Surefoot III has synchronised with Slick-Step I.

Surefoot III has progressed to Surefoot IV.


The small carved idol wrapped in blue cloth was next.

Darric made a sound when he saw it.

Max looked at him.

“Yours?”

The older fisherman shook his head.

“No. From Brackenmere’s chapel. Sea-mother idol. Old. Not rich. Just old.”

Max looked down at the idol.

A woman with wave hair and fish-scale hands. Badly carved. Worn smooth by generations of touch.

Absorption stirred, but differently.

This was not a warrior’s relic.

Not a tool of stealth, grip, wound, or breath.

It held prayer.

Fear of storms.

Gratitude for safe returns.

Grief for boats that did not.

Mourne said nothing.

Max’s hand tightened around the little idol.

“I need strength,” he whispered.

Darric looked at the floor.

Max absorbed it.

The idol dissolved reluctantly, blue light leaking from every worn groove.

For a moment, he felt a thousand hands.

Rough hands.

Small hands.

Old hands.

All touching the same carved shape before heading toward uncertain water.

Then it was gone.


Tide Sense I has progressed to Tide Sense II.

Paired Warmth I has synchronised with Hearth Memory I.

Paired Warmth I has progressed to Paired Warmth II.


Max sat very still.

The effect was gentle.

That somehow made it cruel.

He had taken strength from prayer.

No.

Not strength.

Survival.

Still taken.

Mourne watched him.

He did not ask whether it was wrong.

He suspected the answer would not help.

The hand axe with the silver-inlaid edge was clean.

Heavy-headed, made for close fighting aboard ships. It carried a simple effect that helped bite through shield rims and weapon hafts.

Max absorbed it.


Axe Familiarity II has progressed to Axe Familiarity III.

New Effect Gained: Shield-Biter II.


Shield-Biter II

Effect: Axe strikes against shields, hafts, and weapon guards gain improved biting power and are more likely to notch, split, or wrench defensive equipment aside.


The sword was last.

It was wrapped in red leather and tied with black thread. When Mourne unwrapped it, the blade shone dull grey, but the fuller was stained dark, as if blood had soaked into the metal and refused to leave.

Max felt it immediately.

Vengeance.

Not demonic.

Not cursed in the simple way.

But emotional. Heavy. A weapon that remembered being drawn for revenge and wanted every fight to become personal.

Absorption reached.

So did something in Max’s anger.

Mourne’s hand closed over the blade.

“No.”

Max looked at her.

“You said it wasn’t cursed.”

“It is not.”

“Then I can use it.”

“You can. That does not mean you should.”

“I need strength.”

“You need control more.”

He stared at the sword.

The demon behind the chain remained quiet.

Too quiet.

Max hated that.

“What effect?”

“Likely retaliation. Pain conversion. Perhaps increased damage after injury. Perhaps something that rewards grievance.” Mourne’s voice sharpened. “You should not absorb a sword that teaches wounds to become excuses.”

Max’s first instinct was to argue.

That told him she was probably right.

Probably.

Not definitely.

He looked at the blade again.

Stolen.

Blooded.

Angry.

Useful.

The part of him that wanted it did not feel like the demon.

That was what made the choice harder.

It felt like fear.

Practical fear.

He had lost control because he had not been strong enough without reaching too far. He had been forced into corners too often. Into pits. Into ships. Into circles of people waiting to see what shape he would become under pressure.

He needed more answers than holy fire and refusal.

He needed strength that did not require the demon’s hand on his thoughts.

“Mourne,” he said quietly, “if I keep refusing anything that feels dangerous, I’ll only ever be safe when the fight is small.”

Her red eyes held him.

“And if you take everything dangerous, you will become the fight.”

The words landed hard.

Max did not look away.

“Then I’ll have to learn where the line is.”

“You may learn by crossing it.”

“I already did.”

Silence filled the berth.

The ship creaked around them. The sea struck the hull. Somewhere above, a raider shouted orders into the wind.

Mourne looked at the sword.

Then back at Max.

“I warn. I teach. I stop you if you lose yourself.” Her voice was cold and careful. “But I do not own your Skill.”

Max swallowed.

“No.”

“The choice is yours.”

That made it worse.

It would have been easier if she ordered him.

If she forbade it.

If she made the decision something to resist instead of something to carry.

Max reached for the sword.

Mourne released it.

The moment his fingers touched the hilt, anger moved through the metal.

Not fresh anger.

Old anger.

Layered.

A son standing over a murdered father.

A wife cutting down the men who burned her house.

A soldier crawling through mud with three arrows in his back, refusing to die before the last enemy did.

A village executioner raising the blade after seeing too much.

Pain.

Retaliation.

Grievance.

Justice and revenge so tangled that separating them would take more wisdom than the sword had ever possessed.

Absorption opened.

The sword resisted with a cold, bitter satisfaction, as if pleased to finally be taken by someone wounded enough to understand it.

Max nearly pulled back.

Then he thought of Sten.

Not the torture.

The moment before.

The woman on the deck.

The kick.

The word property.

He thought of the next time someone stood in front of him with power and cruelty and a smile.

He absorbed the sword.

The grey blade darkened.

The red leather split.

The stained fuller glowed once, deep crimson, before the entire weapon collapsed inward into a ribbon of black-red light. It sank through his hands and into his chest, hot enough to make him gasp.

The chain around Possessed V tightened.

Sanctified blood flared in answer.

For one awful moment, Max felt every bruise, scar, insult, wound, and injustice inside him turn its face toward a door.

Then the System text appeared.


New Effect Gained: Retaliation III.

New Effect Gained: Grievance Edge II.


Max breathed slowly.

In.

Out.

In.

Out.

Mourne did not speak.

He opened the descriptions.


Retaliation III

Effect: When injured by an enemy, the user’s next successful strike against that enemy gains increased force and penetration. The effect strengthens if the injury is severe or recent. Diminishes if the user disengages, calms, or redirects intent.


Grievance Edge II

Effect: Attacks made against a target the user sincerely believes has wronged them or another helpless party gain minor cutting power and resistance against mundane defence. The effect responds to conviction and emotional certainty.


Max stared at the final line.

The effect responds to conviction and emotional certainty.

That was worse than some curses.

Mourne’s voice came quietly.

“Read that again.”

He did.

Aloud.

“The effect responds to conviction and emotional certainty.”

“Again.”

Max clenched his jaw.

“The effect responds to conviction and emotional certainty.”

“Again.”

This time he looked at her.

“I understand.”

“No,” Mourne said. “You have recognised the words. Understanding comes later.”

Max wanted to snap back.

He did not.

Because the effect sat inside him now, quiet and waiting for the next time he felt certain enough to be dangerous.

“I chose it,” he said.

“Yes.”

“If it goes wrong—”

“When,” Mourne corrected.

Max swallowed.

“When it goes wrong, I tell you.”

“Yes.”

“No omissions.”

“No omissions.”

Mourne held his gaze for a long time.

Then she wrapped the empty red leather around the broken remains of the hilt and placed it back into the chest.

“You wanted strength that was yours,” she said.

Max nodded.

“Yes.”

“Then remember this too.” Her voice sharpened. “Power you choose can still lie to you.”

Max looked down at his hands.

They were steady.

That almost worried him more.

“I’ll remember.”

Mourne stood.

“No,” she said. “You will check.”

Max closed his eyes briefly.

Then nodded.

“I’ll check.”

The raids continued.

That was the cruelest part.

The world did not pause because Max had learned a lesson or broken himself on a death challenge. Ships still needed filling. Jarls still wanted shares. Rurik still smiled across decks and did not let his gaze linger too long on Max.

Sten’s death changed some things.

Not enough.

On the sixth raid, Frostmaw remained offshore while smaller longships struck a cliffside village famous for smoked eel and bronze bells. Hrodgar’s men brought back grain, fish oil, three chests of coin, bronze tools, and seven prisoners. No one struck the prisoners within Max’s sight.

That was not mercy.

It was memory.

On the seventh, a fortified storehouse resisted until dusk. Svanhild’s archers took the roof. Rurik’s men forced the door. Two raiders died. Five villagers died. The rest surrendered after Hrodgar himself walked ashore and offered terms in a voice that carried across the rain.

The village lost food, coin, and twelve adults.

Kept its children.

Kept its bell.

Max noticed that.

So did Mourne.

“Hrodgar is adjusting,” she said.

“Because of Sten?”

“Partly.”

“Because he doesn’t want me to snap again?”

“Partly.”

Max looked toward the shore where villagers stood in the mud, watching ships leave.

“That’s not good enough.”

“No.”

But it was something.

That became the shape of the next weeks.

Not enough.

Something.

Not enough.

Something.

Max used what influence fear had given him, and hated that it worked.

He stood where prisoners were unloaded. He watched guards. He asked names. He made sure food reached the people assigned to his berth and others nearby. He did not shout often. He did not need to.

Once, a young raider shoved a captive too hard.

Max turned.

The young man immediately lifted both hands and stepped back.

Max liked that.

The demon liked it too.

He spent the rest of the evening shaking.

Mourne made him report every time.

Not as punishment.

As tether.

“What did you feel?”

“Vindicated.”

“What else?”

“Disgusted.”

“At him?”

“At me.”

“What did the demon do?”

“Listened.”

“Did it speak?”

“No.”

“Did it approve?”

“Yes.”

“Then remember approval is not command.”

Another day, Lina asked if he could really free them.

Max had no answer.

That was worse than being hated.

“I don’t know,” he said.

She looked at him for a long time.

“Then don’t say you will.”

“I won’t.”

That seemed to satisfy her more than a promise.

The final raid on Veyrath’s coast came under a black sky.

A storm rolled in from the sea, wind hard enough to snap one of the smaller ships’ yardarms and send sailors shouting across wet decks. The jarls argued whether to continue south for one more strike against a merchant town whose storehouses were said to be full of spring grain.

Hrodgar opposed it.

Svanhild opposed it.

Rurik wanted it.

Others hesitated.

Then lightning struck the sea so close to the fleet that every mast hummed blue-white for five breaths.

The storm decided the vote.

Even Rurik did not argue with weather that angry.

The fleet turned north-east before dawn.

Away from Veyrath’s coast.

Out toward open water.

Max stood near the stern as the land receded.

The coastline stretched dark beneath rain, then blurred, then became a shadow, then a memory.

He had wanted to leave Veyrath many times.

As an orphan.

As a starving boy.

As a prisoner.

As a recruit.

As a knight hunting horrors.

Now leaving felt like failure.

Smoke still rose somewhere behind them.

He could not see it anymore.

That made it worse.

Mourne stood beside him.

Hrodgar came too, eventually, wolf pelt damp, beard braided with salt beads from the sea spray. He looked tired in a way Max had not seen before.

“The fleet sails for Thalrune,” Hrodgar said.

Mourne did not look at him.

“Late.”

“Yes.”

“Costly.”

“Yes.”

Max looked at him.

Hrodgar met his gaze.

For once, the jarl did not grin.

“I know what you think of this.”

“No,” Max said. “You don’t.”

Hrodgar accepted that with a slight nod.

“Perhaps not.”

“Did it have to happen?”

Hrodgar looked toward the vanishing coast.

“No.”

That answer surprised Max.

The jarl’s mouth tightened.

“It happened because enough men wanted it and enough others allowed it.”

The words were too close to Max’s own thoughts.

Hrodgar continued, “I allowed too much.”

Mourne turned slightly.

Hrodgar looked at her.

“You will say I should have broken Rurik’s jaw in the tent.”

“I would have started lower.”

A ghost of a smile touched his mouth.

Then vanished.

“The Strongest will hear of this,” Hrodgar said.

“From whom?”

“Me.”

Mourne was silent for a moment.

Then nodded once.

That seemed to matter.

Hrodgar walked away.

Max watched him go.

“Is that enough?” he asked.

“No,” Mourne said.

He almost smiled.

“Something?”

“Yes.”

The word was bitter.

But true.

The fleet entered open ocean.

Thalrune lay ahead, far beyond storm water, cold currents, raider songs, wolf banners, stolen relics, taken prisoners, and whatever the Strongest wanted with Mourne and the holy-blooded boy carrying a demon behind chains.

Frostmaw cut through the waves, Moonbreaker’s mithril ram humming beneath the prow.

Absorption still wanted it.

The demon still waited.

The captives still needed freedom.

Rurik still lived.

The Eighteen were moving.

Max stood on the stern deck until Veyrath vanished completely.

Only then did he turn away.

Not because he was done looking.

Because looking was no longer useful.

Patience was preparation held in check.

He hated that lesson.

He was beginning to understand it.

            

    
        Brother-Blood

    
    
    
    
                The víkingr ended not with celebration, but with weather.

That seemed appropriate to Max.

The fleet had taken enough from the Veyrath coast to fill holds, sour tempers, and stain reputations that had already been dark. Grain sacks were lashed beneath oiled cloth. Silver and gold sat in sealed chests. Relics had been counted, argued over, divided, stolen, reclaimed, and counted again. Prisoners sat under guard across half the ships, wrapped in borrowed cloaks and silence.

Frostmaw rode at the centre of the fleet as it turned away from Veyrath and toward the open sea.

Toward Thalrune.

The coast had vanished behind rain three days ago.

Since then, the world had become water, wind, grey skies, black sails, and the constant deep groan of ships built to survive seas that hated weakness.

Max had never understood how large the ocean was until he could see nothing else.

It made even Frostmaw feel small.

That should have been comforting.

It was not.

The flagship cut through the waves with unnatural steadiness, Moonbreaker’s mithril ram humming beneath the prow. The great enchanted spear still called to Absorption whenever Max stood too close. He avoided it when he could.

When he could not, he clenched his teeth and repeated no until hunger lost interest.

Mostly.

The raiders had grown restless now that the raids were over.

Some cleaned weapons. Some repaired gear. Some drank too early. Some gambled with carved bone tiles. Some sang. Some sat with the bleak calm of men and women who had finally gained what they wanted and discovered wanting had filled the time better than having.

Rurik’s clan stayed loud.

Too loud.

Sten’s death hung over them like rot beneath perfume. They laughed often, but their laughter snapped shut when Max passed. They looked away from him, then looked back when they thought he had turned. Anger sat under their skins. Shame too. Fear most of all.

Max felt all of it.

His Absorption had changed after the relics from Sten’s chest.

Not slightly.

Not quietly.

He had known the Skill had grown when the System windows came, but he had not understood how much until the days after. It was not only hungrier now. Hunger had always been there.

It was more aware.

More precise.

More able to taste the shape of wanting in the world around him.

The first window had appeared after the final relic settled inside him, the words bright and cold behind his eyes.


Innate Skill Progression

Absorption has reached Level 28.

Absorption Level 21 → Level 28

Progression Source: Repeated relic absorption, controlled emotional absorption, resistance to demonic influence, integration of complex layered effects, and continued use under extreme mental strain.

Skill Function Improved:
Absorption can now sense compatible sources with greater precision. Emotional residue, relic pressure, lingering intent, and certain forms of hunger are easier to identify before direct contact.

Control Improved:
Absorbed effects settle more smoothly into the user’s body and soul. Conflicting effects are easier to separate, examine, and suppress before integration.

New Passive Function Developed: Hunger Sense I

Effect: Allows the user to faintly perceive strong hunger, desire, greed, fear, grief, vengeance, loyalty, old bonds, and emotionally charged intent as pressure in the surrounding air. This does not reveal thoughts or truth. It only gives the user a sense of emotional weight, direction, and intensity.


The difference became obvious the first time he stood on Frostmaw’s deck after the upgrade. Before, hunger had been a taste in the air, a pressure without edges. Now it had shape. Direction. Distance. He could stand with his eyes closed and feel the raiders around him as points of wanting: two men by the mast hungry for sleep and praise; a wolf kin near the rail hungry for blood he had not spilled yet; three of Rurik’s clan gathered below the aft steps, their resentment sharp enough to point at him like knives. Even the captives had hungers — food, home, safety, freedom — dimmer than the raiders’ greed but deeper, aching steadily in the lower deck.

It was not sight.

It was not sound.

But it mapped the ship in need.

Max had read the window three times.

Then he had wished he had not.

Because after that, the ship felt different.

Hunger, fear, grief, anger, loyalty, old bonds, vengeance — some emotions seemed to leave pressure in the air now. Not readable like words. Not clear enough to become certainty. More like weather.

Rurik’s clan felt storm-heavy.

The captives felt hollowed by cold rain.

Hrodgar felt like an old fire buried under ash.

Mourne felt like a locked room with blood behind the door.

And the demon inside Max felt pleased that he could sense more things to want.

Mourne noticed as well.

Of course.

“Do not relax,” she told him on the fourth day after leaving Veyrath.

Max stood beside her near the middeck, watching two raiders argue over a fishing line.

“I wasn’t.”

“You were considering it.”

“That’s unfair.”

“Yes.”

He looked at her.

Her helmet faced forward.

“Do you think they’ll try something?”

“Yes.”

“Rurik?”

“Eventually.”

“Before Thalrune?”

“Likely.”

“Why?”

“Because once we stand before the Strongest, the opportunity narrows.”

Max glanced across the deck.

Rurik stood beneath the aft platform speaking to three jarls. He wore a heavy sea-cloak over mail, red beard braided tight, one hand resting on his sword hilt as if violence were a posture. His gaze flicked once toward Max, then away.

Max’s new effects sat quietly inside him.

Iron Grip IV.

Deep Breath II.

Camouflage V.

Veil III.

Weathered Comfort I.

Hardy Constitution I.

Tide Sense II.

Surefoot IV.

Axe Familiarity III.

Shield-Biter II.

Retaliation III.

Grievance Edge II.

Hearth Bond I.

Paired Warmth II.

Too many effects.

Not enough control to trust all of them.

Mourne had made him practise every day since he absorbed the relics. Not full combat. The ship offered limited space and too many watching eyes. But drills. Stance on wet deck. Breath control. Moving while Frostmaw rose and fell. Drawing and sheathing. Switching weapons. Feeling each new effect without letting it decide for him.

Especially Retaliation.

Especially Grievance Edge.

Power you choose can still lie to you.

He had repeated that enough times to hate it.

Which probably meant Mourne would make him repeat it more.

The commotion began near dusk.

Max heard it before he saw it.

A shout from the lower deck.

Boots pounding hard on wet planks.

A crash.

Someone cursed in Thalrune.

Then a voice, raw and breaking, shouted a name.

“Max!”

The deck went still around him.

Mourne’s hand moved once.

Wait.

Max turned slowly.

A raider was trying to hold another back near the central mast.

The one restraining him was big, blond, and red-faced from effort. Both arms were locked around the chest of a younger man who fought like a hooked wolf, spitting, snarling, thrashing to break free.

The younger man had Sten’s eyes.

That was the first thing Max noticed.

Same pale amber.

Same thick brow.

Same wolf-kin canines pressing against the lip.

But younger. Leaner. Less cruel in the face, though grief had twisted him toward something similar. His hair was shaved at the sides and braided back with black cord. He wore mail half-fastened and a cloak thrown over one shoulder. No helmet. No shield.

He fought the man holding him and screamed again.

“MAX!”

The name travelled across Frostmaw.

Raiders turned.

Captives looked up.

Rurik emerged from beneath the aft platform with interest already waking on his face.

Hrodgar came from the steering deck, expression darkening.

Mourne sighed.

Not loudly.

Just enough for Max to hear.

“Sten’s brother?” Max asked.

“Yes.”

“You knew?”

“I suspected.”

The struggling raider broke one arm free and drove an elbow into the blond man’s face. Blood burst from the man’s nose. He cursed but held on.

“Let me go!” the younger wolf kin snarled. “He murdered my brother!”

The blond man said something low and urgent.

The younger man headbutted him.

This time, he broke free.

He staggered two steps, then drew a long knife from his belt and pointed it at Max.

“I challenge!”

The ship seemed to take a breath.

Rurik smiled.

Hrodgar cursed softly.

Mourne’s hand closed around Max’s arm before he could move.

Not restraining.

Anchoring.

“His name is Kaelvar,” she said.

Max glanced at her.

“Sten’s brother.”

“Yes.”

“Rurik planned this.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps grief planned it and Rurik allowed the door to open.”

Kaelvar stood in the centre of the deck, chest heaving, knife shaking slightly in his grip. His grief had not yet cooled into strategy. That made him dangerous in a different way.

“I challenge Max of the Red Cloak!” Kaelvar shouted. “Brother-blood for brother-blood!”

The raiders began to murmur.

Not the hungry roar of Feigr yet.

Something older.

More wary.

Family vengeance had its own weight.

Hrodgar stepped forward.

“Kaelvar.”

The young wolf kin did not look at him.

“He killed Sten.”

“Sten accepted Feigr.”

“He tortured him!”

Silence.

The words landed because they were true.

Max felt them strike through armour, through skin, through all the careful work Mourne had done holding him together.

He did not deny it.

Could not.

Kaelvar’s eyes were wet and furious.

“You took his eyes. You broke him. You tore his head from his body like meat from bone.”

The deck stayed quiet.

Max met his gaze.

“Yes,” he said.

Mourne’s fingers tightened once on his arm.

Kaelvar flinched at the honesty.

Then rage filled the space where denial should have been.

“I call Feigr.”

The word moved across the deck like a blade being drawn.

Again.

Death challenge.

Again.

Max felt the demon stir.

Not pushing.

Interested.

No.

Mourne turned to him.

Her voice was low enough that only he heard.

“Make it quick.”

Max swallowed.

“And?”

“Do not use the demon.”

“I won’t.”

“No. Say it properly.”

He looked at her.

The deck around them waited.

Max said, “My mind is my own.”

“Again.”

“My mind is my own.”

“Again.”

“My mind is my own.”

The chain inside him tightened.

Possessed V went still.

Not gone.

Still.

Mourne released his arm.

“Good.”

Hrodgar looked between Max and Kaelvar.

He clearly wanted to stop it.

But Thalrune custom had already caught the moment by the throat. Brother-blood. Feigr. Public call. Witnessed grievance. On a ship full of jarls and raiders already tense from too much shame and too little justice.

Stopping it now might break more than one duel.

Rurik knew that.

His smile said he knew that.

Hrodgar’s eyes turned cold.

“Rules,” he said.

Kaelvar spat onto the deck.

“Arms and armour. To death.”

Max nodded once.

No argument.

No flourish.

No choice to worsen it.

No prolonged punishment.

Hrodgar looked at him, then at Mourne.

Mourne said nothing.

The ring formed faster this time.

The raiders knew the shape now. Crates were dragged aside. Shields locked. Captives pushed back. Sailors secured loose lines. The centre of Frostmaw cleared beneath darkening sky and sea spray.

Max put on his helmet.

The world narrowed.

Good.

His halberd settled in his hands.

Better.

He felt the cold iron through gauntlets, the ash shaft, the iron core, the balance he had carried through more fights than he could count. Wounding Bite III sat low. Retaliation III waited colder. Grievance Edge II stirred because Kaelvar sincerely believed himself wronged.

So did Max, in another direction.

That was dangerous.

The effect responded to conviction and emotional certainty.

He checked it.

Held it.

Did not let it lead.

Across the ring, Kaelvar armed himself.

Mail shirt pulled tight. Iron helm. Round shield. Axe. Knife at the belt. No long weapon.

Then Rurik stepped into the ring’s edge and handed him a small black vial.

Mourne moved.

Hrodgar snarled. “Rurik.”

Rurik lifted both hands innocently.

“A family draught. Legal before Feigr.”

The vial was black glass with red glowing lines crawling through it like veins.

Max felt it from across the ring.

Wrong.

Not demonic.

Not quite.

Berserk alchemy.

Blood heat.

Strength at a cost.

Mourne’s voice cut low beside him.

“Do not let him make this long.”

Max stared as Kaelvar took the vial.

“Can he use that?”

“Apparently.”

“Can I stop him?”

“You can kill him before it matters.”

Kaelvar tore the stopper out with his teeth and drank.

For one heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then he screamed.

His body swelled.

Not like Max’s demon-shift. Not red and black and wrong in the same way. This was flesh forced beyond its limits by alchemy. Muscles bulged under mail until rings strained. Veins rose black beneath his skin, lit from within by red lines. His jaw widened. His teeth lengthened. His back hunched. His hands thickened around axe and shield.

Steam curled from his mouth.

His eyes burned red.

The deck beneath him frosted.

Max felt cold sweep across the ring.

A white aura spread from Kaelvar’s body, thin at first, then thickening into a visible haze. Frost crept over the wet planks in jagged lines. The air bit Max’s face through the helm slit. His fingers stiffened slightly around the halberd.

Innate Skill.

Frost aura.

The cold pressed against his joints, slowing thought and muscle alike.

Weathered Comfort I blunted the worst of it.

Not enough.

Hardy Constitution helped.

Still not enough.

Mourne said, “Fast.”

Hrodgar raised his hand.

Kaelvar shook, breathing like a furnace buried under ice.

Max planted his feet.

Surefoot IV found the slick deck beneath frost.

Deep Breath II steadied his lungs.

Absorb Emotion opened.

Not wide.

Enough to take the fear.

Enough to take the tremor.

Not anger.

He needed anger, but not command.

Hrodgar’s hand fell.

“Begin!”

Kaelvar came like a storm breaking loose.

No careful testing.

No circling.

He charged with shield forward, axe high, frost aura spilling around him. The deck crackled white beneath his boots.

Max thrust.

The halberd point struck the shield and skidded off with a burst of sparks and frost.

Kaelvar slammed into him.

The impact drove Max back three steps.

Three.

That alone told him how strong the draught had made him.

The shield crashed into his breastplate. The axe came down for his helm. Max twisted, caught it on the halberd shaft, and felt the force travel down both arms hard enough to numb his hands.

Retaliation III stirred.

Kaelvar had struck him.

Next blow stronger.

Use it.

Max did.

He drove the butt of the halberd into Kaelvar’s knee.

The strike landed with a crack.

Not enough.

Kaelvar barely slowed.

The frost aura thickened.

Max’s breath fogged inside his helm. His fingers began to ache.

Kaelvar roared and chopped again.

Max stepped aside, but slower than intended. The axe clipped his pauldron and tore a gouge through cold iron. Pain flared in his shoulder.

Retaliation surged again.

Grievance Edge leaned forward, hungry for certainty.

He checked it.

Not yet.

Kaelvar swung his shield like a weapon.

Max ducked under it and hooked the halberd behind the rim. Iron Grip IV locked his hands. Shield-Biter II, though made for axes, seemed to understand the intent when he twisted with the hook and spike. The shield wrenched sideways.

Kaelvar snarled and let go.

Smart.

Too smart for full berserk.

The shield spun away across the deck.

Now axe and knife.

Max took the opening and slashed across Kaelvar’s thigh.

Cold iron bit through mail.

Wounding Bite III opened the cut wider than it should have and made the blood steam dark against frost-covered skin.

Kaelvar did not seem to feel it.

Or did not care.

He leapt forward, caught the halberd shaft under one arm, and smashed his forehead into Max’s helm.

The world flashed white.

Max staggered.

Kaelvar grabbed the shaft with both hands and tried to rip it away.

Iron Grip IV held.

For a moment, they strained against each other, face to helm, frost aura crawling over Max’s gauntlets.

Kaelvar was stronger.

Draught-strong.

Grief-strong.

Berserk-strong.

Max changed the question.

He released one hand.

Kaelvar pulled too hard.

The halberd shifted.

Max stepped in and drove his cold iron knuckle guard into Kaelvar’s throat.

The wolf kin choked.

Max followed with a knee to the wounded thigh.

Kaelvar snarled and bit at him.

His teeth scraped the edge of Max’s gorget.

Max headbutted him.

Once.

Twice.

The second hit split Kaelvar’s brow.

Holy blood did not flow from Max this time.

No demon fire.

No black armour.

No red skin.

Just cold iron, training, and pain.

Kaelvar dropped back, swinging wildly.

The axe caught Max across the ribs.

Cold iron plate held.

Mostly.

The impact drove breath from him.

Retaliation III surged hot through the bruise, sharpening the next strike.

Max stepped back to regain halberd reach.

Kaelvar pressed.

Good.

Predictable.

Mourne had taught him that rage narrowed paths.

Max gave ground in a half circle, letting Kaelvar chase him through his own frost. The deck slicked under them. Surefoot IV kept Max upright. Kaelvar’s heavier berserk body cracked boards and frost alike.

Max’s movements slowed.

His elbows stiffened.

His left hand had gone numb.

The aura was working.

Delay favoured Kaelvar if the cold took him first.

But the draught was burning him too.

Max saw it now.

Red lines under Kaelvar’s skin pulsed too fast. His breath came ragged. The wound in his thigh refused to close. His swings were enormous, powerful, and a fraction slower after each one.

Hard fought.

But winnable.

If Max stayed himself.

Kaelvar roared and charged again.

Max waited until the last breath.

Then dropped.

The axe passed over his head.

He slid one knee across frost-slick deck, halberd held low, and cut behind Kaelvar’s wounded leg.

The blade bit deep behind the knee.

Wounding Bite opened it.

Kaelvar stumbled.

Max rose into him, hooked the rear spike behind the wolf kin’s ankle, and pulled.

Kaelvar hit the deck hard enough to shake the ring.

Raiders shouted.

Max did not follow him down.

Not this time.

No prolonged punishment.

No hands around jaws.

No claws through eyes.

Fast.

Kaelvar rolled, swinging the axe blindly.

Max stepped over the strike and brought the halberd down.

Kaelvar caught the shaft with one hand.

Blood streamed from his ruined leg.

His grip was monstrous.

He pulled, trying to drag Max down.

Max let him pull.

Then released the halberd with one hand, drew the boarding axe from his belt, and slammed it into Kaelvar’s wrist.

Shield-Biter II bit through guard, flesh, tendon, and bone.

Kaelvar screamed.

The hand released.

Max kicked the long axe away.

Kaelvar reached for his knife with the other hand.

Max kicked that hand aside too, then stepped back and lifted the halberd into both hands again.

Kaelvar tried to rise.

Could not.

His leg failed beneath him.

The frost aura surged once, desperate, coating Max’s greaves in white.

The demon stirred.

Not with control.

With disappointment.

This could be easier.

No.

My mind is my own.

Max drew one slow breath.

Kaelvar looked up at him.

For a moment, beneath the red berserk lines and frost haze, Max saw the brother.

Not Sten.

Not cruelty.

A young wolf kin who had loved someone awful and could not make grief understand justice.

That did not save him.

Feigr had been called.

Kaelvar had drunk the draught.

He would kill Max if given the chance.

But it changed how Max held the weapon.

No hatred.

No pleasure.

Only ending.

Kaelvar spat blood.

“Brother…”

Max did not answer.

He swung.

The halberd blade passed cleanly through Kaelvar’s neck.

The head struck the deck and rolled once before stopping near the shield-ring.

The body collapsed.

The frost aura died instantly.

Silence followed.

Different from Sten’s death.

Heavy, yes.

Shocked, yes.

But not horrified in the same way.

No torture.

No prolonged screaming.

No black armour.

Only a clean kill in a death challenge.

Max stood over the body, breathing hard inside his helm.

His shoulder throbbed.

His ribs ached.

His left hand still tingled from cold.

The demon remained behind the chain.

Angry, perhaps.

Hungry, definitely.

But behind it.

Mourne’s voice came from the ring’s edge.

“Good.”

The word reached him through helmet, rain, and silence.

He held onto it.

Then the deck erupted.

Not as loudly as after Yrsa.

Not with wild joy.

But with the harsh approval of warriors who had seen a dangerous fight ended well.

Weapons struck shields.

Some called Max’s name.

Others called Kaelvar’s, not in mockery but witness.

Rurik’s face was stone.

Hrodgar’s was unreadable.

Mourne’s visor remained fixed on Max.

He lowered the halberd.

Only then did his hands begin to shake.

He had won.

Cleanly.

Without the demon.

Without indulgence.

Without making the mistake pattern.

The relief was so sharp it nearly became triumph.

Then a small, quiet satisfaction followed behind it.

Not just that he had survived.

That he had done it better.

That was allowed, perhaps.

He hoped.

The aftermath came with custom.

Again.

Kaelvar’s body was carried away by Rurik’s men. They moved with stiff fury and grief. No one stopped them. His head was wrapped in cloth and taken separately, which Max did not understand and did not ask about.

The ring broke.

The deck returned to ship-work slowly.

But the spoils came faster than Max expected.

A raider from Rurik’s clan brought the first chest.

Then another.

Then a bundle of weapons.

Then people.

Max stared as they were led toward the berth.

“What is this?”

The raider would not meet his eyes.

“Brother-claim passes through Feigr.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

The man swallowed.

“Kaelvar claimed Sten’s remaining share-rights and his own. You killed Kaelvar. They pass to you.”

Max closed his eyes.

Of course.

“Relics?”

“Yes.”

“Coin?”

“Yes.”

“People?”

The raider hesitated.

“Yes.”

Mourne stood nearby.

Silent.

Watching.

Max looked at the line of newly assigned prisoners.

Four this time.

Two men. One woman. One older teenage boy who stood with his chin up and terror in his eyes.

Max felt the familiar anger.

Then the familiar hunger.

Then something else.

A small, shameful flicker of satisfaction as the chests were placed before him.

More relics.

More power.

More chances to become strong enough without the demon.

He could get used to this, a quiet thought whispered.

Not the slavery.

Not the suffering.

The relics.

The gains.

The way every victory seemed to bring power to his feet.

The thought was small.

Almost nothing.

Enough to chill him.

Possessed V stirred.

Not pleased exactly.

Amused.

Max’s stomach tightened.

No.

He looked at the four prisoners.

“You’re not mine,” he said.

The raider stiffened as if expecting this now.

Max pointed toward the berth.

“Inside. Food and blankets. No bindings unless they try to hurt someone or themselves.”

The raider nodded quickly.

He was afraid.

Max liked that.

Then hated that he liked it.

Mourne stepped closer once the prisoners were led inside.

“You felt it.”

“Yes.”

“What?”

“Satisfaction.”

“At the victory?”

“Yes.”

“At control?”

“Yes.”

“At the relics?”

Max looked at the chests.

The hunger inside him leaned forward.

“Yes.”

Mourne’s voice lowered.

“Report complete?”

He almost said yes.

Then stopped.

No omissions.

“And I thought I could get used to it.”

Mourne said nothing.

That was worse.

Max looked at her.

“Not the people.”

“Power rarely begins by wanting the worst part.”

He swallowed.

The sea wind cut across the deck.

Rurik watched from far away.

Hrodgar spoke with Svanhild near the mast.

The four new prisoners disappeared below.

The chests waited.

Max tightened his grip on the halberd.

“I won without it,” he said.

Mourne’s helmet tilted slightly.

“Yes.”

That mattered.

It did not erase the rest.

But it mattered.

Max looked at the chests again.

“Later?”

“Later,” Mourne said.

“Properly.”

“Yes.”

He nodded.

Above them, the sails snapped full as Frostmaw turned farther into the open sea.

The víkingr was over.

The coast was gone.

Thalrune waited somewhere beyond the grey horizon.

And Max, surrounded by ships full of stolen lives and stolen power, understood that winning cleanly did not make the next temptation smaller.

Sometimes it made it easier to justify.

            

    
        Leviathan

    
    
    
    
                The sea worsened.

At first, Max thought that was impossible.

The ocean had already seemed hostile enough. Grey water. Black waves. Cold spray that found every gap in armour and cloth no matter how well he fastened straps. Wind that struck the sails like fists. Rain that came sideways more often than down.

Then Frostmaw sailed farther from Veyrath.

The world became storm.

Visibility shrank to almost nothing.

Some days, Max could barely see the nearest longship through the curtains of rain and spray. Ships appeared and vanished like ghosts, their striped sails torn into colourless smears by weather. Horn calls passed between them when sight failed. Lanterns burned in iron cages even at midday. Ropes groaned. Masts bent. Oars were drawn in and lashed down except when needed to correct course through ugly swells.

The fleet did not sail in a neat line anymore.

It moved as a scattered pack, each ship fighting the sea while trusting the others remained somewhere nearby.

Frostmaw endured better than most.

The flagship rose and fell beneath Max’s boots with heavy patience, its broad enchanted hull taking punishment that would have broken lesser vessels. Moonbreaker’s mithril ram cut through waves rather than climbing them, splitting water with a bright, hungry hum that still made Absorption stir every time Max went near the prow.

He avoided it.

Mostly.

Instead, he spent the worst hours below deck with Mourne, the rescued prisoners, and the chests taken from Kaelvar’s claim.

Rescued was not the right word.

Not yet.

But Max refused the other one.

The four newly assigned prisoners had names now.

Bren, the older teenage boy who tried to look brave enough for everyone else.

Olan, a stoneworker from one of the coast towns.

Nessa, a market woman with a scar across her upper lip.

Tavik, a cooper who had not stopped shaking since the ship left sight of land.

They joined Darric, Lina, and Marae in the berth and surrounding storage space Hrodgar had allowed Max to claim as his responsibility. It was crowded. Uncomfortable. Better than the holding areas below.

Not good.

Better.

That word had started to feel like a compromise with teeth.

The new chests sat against the wall, lashed down with rope so they would not slide with the ship’s roll. Max felt them even without looking. Relics pressed against his awareness like covered embers.

Kaelvar’s spoils.

Sten’s remaining share-rights.

Stolen power passed down through death challenge and custom, landing in Max’s hands because he had killed cleanly this time.

He hated the chain of ownership.

He opened the chests anyway.

Mourne watched him from the opposite sleeping shelf, helmet off, red eyes steady in the lantern gloom.

“Proceed slowly,” she said.

“I know.”

“You know many things briefly.”

Max gave her a flat look.

She did not smile.

The ship lurched. One of the hanging lanterns swung hard, throwing light across the chests and the faces watching from the edges of the berth.

Darric sat with his back to the wall, hands folded over one knee. Lina watched openly now, fear mixed with fascination. Marae avoided looking at the relics. Bren stared as if every item might become a sword in his hand if he wanted it hard enough.

Max understood that look.

That made him careful.

The first chest held coin, rings, bone charms, and two minor relics wrapped in lambskin.

The second held armour pieces, a cracked helm, a chest piece of dark lacquered scale, a belt, and a pair of old bracers.

The bundle of weapons held a short sword, three knives, a hand axe, and a spearhead without a shaft.

Absorption leaned toward everything.

The hunger no longer felt like a single open mouth.

After reaching Level 28, it had become layered. It could distinguish. Relic pressure from emotional residue. Useful from dangerous. Clean hunger from corrupt hunger. Old intent from fresh fear.

Not perfectly.

Never perfectly.

But better.

Max picked up the first relic: a narrow whetstone in a silver case.

It looked ordinary until his fingers touched it.

Then the world seemed to narrow to edge.

Sharpness.

Not one rank.

Several.

His old absorbed Sharpness III stirred immediately, recognising a compatible effect.

Mourne’s eyes narrowed.

“Report.”

“Sharpening effect. Strong.”

“Whisper?”

“No.”

“Want?”

“Yes.”

“Yours or Skill?”

“Both.”

“Then continue.”

He opened Absorb Relic.

The whetstone resisted like a blade sliding across harder stone. Then it broke into silver sparks and sank through his hand.


Sharpness III has synchronised with Honed Edge IV.

Sharpness III has progressed to Sharpness VII.


Max let out a slow breath.

Sharpness VII.

The effect settled into every weapon he carried, not visibly, not yet, but he felt the promise of it. Cold iron edge. Axe bite. Dagger point. Even the imagined line of his halberd seemed cleaner in his mind.

Mourne watched his face.

“Do not become fond of numbers.”

“I’m trying not to.”

“Try harder.”

The next relic was a chest piece.

Dark scale over hardened leather, sized for someone broad. Not full armour. More like a reinforced cuirass, cracked at one side where something heavy had struck it. When Max placed a hand on it, his existing Durability V answered.

This relic felt stubborn.

Not cold iron stubborn.

Survivor stubborn.

Hold.

Endure.

Do not split.

He absorbed it.

The cuirass folded inward with a grinding sensation that travelled up his bones.


Durability V has synchronised with Reinforced Carapace III.

Durability V has progressed to Durability VIII.


His armour shifted faintly where it sat stacked nearby.

Not transforming like the demon had done.

Simply settling.

As if every plate remembered being harder.

The amulet was next.

Bronze and green stone, carved with a knot of roots around a heart. It smelled faintly of herbs even before he touched it.

Mourne leaned closer.

“Constitution.”

Max nodded.

“Clean?”

“Feels clean.”

“Feels?”

He focused.

The amulet held no hunger. No vengeance. No devotion. No voice. Only stubborn life. Fever endured. Winter survived. Body refusing to fail.

He absorbed it.

Warm green light sank into his sternum.


Hardy Constitution I has synchronised with Root-Heart III.

Hardy Constitution I has progressed to Hardy Constitution IV.


Max inhaled.

His lungs felt wider. Not stronger exactly. More patient. The ship’s damp stink seemed less oppressive. The lingering ache in his ribs eased by a small margin.

“Useful,” Mourne said.

“You sound almost pleased.”

“I am capable of recognising function.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No.”

He continued.

A ring of copper wire improved Tide Sense II to Tide Sense III, letting the pressure of nearby currents become clearer, like invisible ropes pulling beneath the hull.

A cracked helm with a smoky visor synchronised with Clear Vision I, pushing it to Clear Vision III. The world sharpened slightly through darkness, rain, and narrow sightlines.

A pair of old bracers strengthened Iron Grip IV to Iron Grip V, making his hands feel as if they could close around the world and refuse to let go.

A belt of braided black leather gave him Load-Bearing II, easing the weight of armour, weapons, and supplies across his frame.

One knife carried Quick Draw I, which merged into his close-quarters handling rather than forming something new.

The hand axe improved Axe Familiarity III to Axe Familiarity IV.

The spearhead was strange. It had once belonged to a sea hunter, used against things that breached from deep water. Its effect was not strong, but specific.


New Effect Gained: Deep-Piercer II.

Effect: Thrusting attacks gain increased penetration against thick hide, scale, blubber, and dense aquatic flesh.


Mourne approved of that one immediately.

“Keep that in mind.”

“For what?”

“We are at sea.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It was not intended to be.”

The last relic was a ring made from black iron and whale bone.

It felt cold.

Not cursed.

But lonely.

The effect inside was old breath, dark pressure, and the refusal to panic when deep water closed overhead.

Max absorbed it.


Deep Breath II has synchronised with Drowned Calm II.

Deep Breath II has progressed to Deep Breath IV.


That one made his chest tighten.

For three heartbeats, he felt water above him.

Heavy.

Dark.

Endless.

Then the effect settled.

He opened his status.

Not the public kind. Not a visible window others could read. The System unfolded inside his awareness, clean and merciless.


Status

Name: Max
Order Status: Knight of the Red Order
Age: 17
Innate Skill: Absorption — Level 28


Absorption Functions

Absorb Relic IV
Allows the user to absorb compatible relics, enchanted objects, and certain item-bound effects. Absorbed effects may integrate, strengthen existing effects, or form new abilities.

Absorb Emotion III
Allows the user to absorb portions of his own emotional states, reducing fear, pain, panic, or hesitation. Greater use increases clarity but risks emotional imbalance if overused.

Hunger Sense I
Allows the user to perceive strong hunger, desire, greed, fear, grief, vengeance, loyalty, old bonds, and emotionally charged intent as pressure in the surrounding air.


Major Conditions

Possessed V
A demonic presence remains within the user’s soul.

Binding VI
Restrains hostile spiritual influence and suppresses possession-based intrusion.

Chain of Refusal III
Strengthens resistance against possession, spiritual coercion, and unwanted internal influence.


Sanctified Effects

Sanctified X
The user’s flesh and blood carry sanctified force capable of harming demons, undead, and certain unclean entities.

Relic Flame I
Allows controlled release of holy flame through the user’s body or attacks.

Condemnation Flame II
Holy flame intensifies against targets carrying demonic, undead, or profane corruption.

Demon Ward IV
Provides resistance against demonic contact, intrusion, and corruption.


Weapon and Combat Effects

Sharpness VII
All wielded weapons gain greatly increased cutting potential.

Durability VIII
The user’s worn equipment gains greatly increased durability and resistance to damage.

Freezing Cut II
Cuts may slow affected opponents.

Wounding Bite III
Wounds inflicted with axes, claws, bites, or short brutal cuts resist immediate closing and regeneration.

Retaliation III
When injured by an enemy, the user’s next successful strike against that enemy gains increased force and penetration.

Grievance Edge II
Attacks made against a target the user sincerely believes has wronged him or another helpless party gain minor cutting power and resistance against mundane defence. The effect responds to conviction and emotional certainty.

Shield-Biter II
Axe strikes against shields, hafts, and weapon guards gain improved biting power.

Deep-Piercer II
Thrusting attacks gain increased penetration against thick hide, scale, blubber, and dense aquatic flesh.

Iron Grip V
Greatly improves the user’s ability to hold weapons, resist disarmament, and maintain grip under strain.

Axe Familiarity IV
Improves handling, timing, and instinctive use of axes and similar chopping weapons.

Close-Quarters Weapon Handling II
Improves switching, drawing, and use of smaller weapons in confined spaces.

Quick Draw I
Slightly improves speed and smoothness when drawing small weapons.


Movement and Stealth Effects

Camouflage V
The user’s armour, clothing, and silhouette blend more effectively with nearby colours, shadows, weather, and broken sightlines.

Veil III
Makes the user slightly easier to overlook when not acting aggressively or directly observed.

Soft Step III
Reduces sound from footsteps and movement.

Surefoot IV
Greatly improves balance on unstable, wet, uneven, or shifting ground.

Fleet of Foot I
Slightly improves foot speed and recovery during movement.

Steady Stance III
Improves rooting, bracing, and resistance against being knocked down.

Load-Bearing II
Reduces fatigue and imbalance from carried weight, armour, weapons, and supplies.


Perception and Survival Effects

Clear Vision III
Improves vision through helmets, rain, darkness, glare, narrow sightlines, and visual obstruction.

Tide Sense III
Grants awareness of nearby strong water movement, undertow, tide shifts, and dangerous current changes near large bodies of water.

Deep Breath IV
Greatly improves breath control and duration. Reduces panic response while underwater or deprived of air.

Hardy Constitution IV
Improves resistance to mundane illness, fatigue, damp, cold, poor weather, and bodily weakness after exertion.

Weathered Comfort I
Reduces distraction from cold rain, damp clothing, sea spray, and wind chill.


Social and Emotional Effects

Hearth Bond I
Slightly strengthens the user’s ability to recognise sincere bonds of trust, loyalty, or long companionship through emotional resonance.

Paired Warmth II
Minor resistance to cold and loneliness when in the presence of trusted allies or companions.


Max stared at the status for a long time.

So many effects.

So much stolen strength.

So much of him built from things that had belonged to others.

He closed the window.

Mourne watched him.

“Report emotional state.”

He almost sighed.

Then did not, because she would make him explain the sigh.

“Stronger,” he said.

“And?”

“Guilty.”

“And?”

“Relieved.”

“And?”

He looked at the empty chests.

“Hungry.”

Mourne’s eyes sharpened.

“For what?”

He listened inward.

The demon was quiet.

Absorption was not.

“More,” he said honestly.

Mourne nodded once.

“Good answer. Bad feeling.”

“Yes.”

“Both matter.”

The storm deepened through the night.

By morning, the fleet was nearly blind.

Fog rolled in thick as wool, swallowing mast tops and turning nearby ships into shadows. Rain hammered through it in hard bursts. Waves lifted Frostmaw and dropped her again with gut-turning force. Horns sounded from every direction, some close, some far, some distorted by weather until they seemed to come from beneath the water.

Max stood near the middeck with his helmet on, one hand braced against a mast rope, Tide Sense III making the sea beneath him feel like a living map of shifting pressure and dangerous pull.

Something was wrong.

At first, he thought it was the storm.

Then he thought it was Moonbreaker.

Then Hunger Sense opened wider without his permission.

Max froze.

Below.

Deep below.

There was hunger.

Not like raiders.

Not like captives.

Not like relics.

Not like the demon.

This dwarfed all of it.

A vast, ancient wanting moved beneath the fleet, so huge that Max’s mind struggled to give it edges. It was not one point of hunger but a cavern of it, a black depth full of teeth and patience. It did not want coin. It did not want glory. It did not want vengeance.

It wanted food.

Ships.

Men.

Wood.

Blood.

Heat.

Everything above it was simply meat arranged in floating bowls.

Max’s hand tightened around the rope.

His breath stopped.

The hunger moved.

Closer.

Not below the fleet now.

Below Frostmaw.

“Max?”

Mourne’s voice cut through the rain.

He turned so fast his armour scraped against the mast.

“Something’s under us.”

Mourne went still.

“What?”

“I don’t know.”

“Size?”

He swallowed.

“Bigger than the ship.”

Her helmet turned toward the deck beneath their feet.

Max shook his head.

“Bigger than Frostmaw.”

The ship lurched.

Not with a wave.

With impact.

Wood screamed.

The entire flagship rocked sideways, throwing men from their feet. A stack of barrels tore loose and smashed across the deck. Someone went over the rail and vanished into fog with a scream cut short by water.

Then the shouting began.

“Below!”

“Lines!”

“Wake the jarls!”

“Something hit us!”

Max was already running.

Mourne beside him.

Raiders poured up from lower decks. Men dragged axes from racks. Archers scrambled for lines and higher platforms. Someone beat an alarm bell near the stern, its harsh iron clang fighting wind and rain.

Max reached the forward deck just as something rose from the sea.

A tentacle.

It broke the surface beside Frostmaw like a tower of slick black flesh, thicker than an old oak and longer than a ship’s mast. Suckers lined its underside in pale rings, each one rimmed with hooked teeth. Sea water cascaded from it in sheets.

For one heartbeat, everyone stared.

Then another tentacle rose on the other side.

Then another.

Then the fog filled with them.

Huge limbs coiled around smaller longships nearby, turning them into half-seen silhouettes of snapping wood and screaming men. A mast vanished sideways. A prow lifted out of the water, then cracked in half. Somewhere in the fog, a ship’s horn blared three frantic notes before being drowned by splintering timber.

One of the raiders in front of Max whispered a word.

Not loudly.

Not for drama.

In pure disbelief.

“Leviathan.”

The tentacle nearest Frostmaw came down.

Chaos broke open.

Warriors scattered as the massive limb smashed across the side rail, crushing shields and two men beneath it. The deck buckled. A spray of broken planks filled the air. One raider was pinned from the waist down and screamed until a second tentacle whipped across and took him whole.

“Axes!” Hrodgar roared from the upper deck. “Pin and cut!”

The clans answered.

Not as scattered raiders.

As sea wolves who had feared this word all their lives and trained anyway.

Boarding axes flashed.

Hooks flew.

Ropes snapped tight around tentacles. Wolf kin threw themselves onto the slick flesh, driving axes down with both hands. One woman grew half again in size as her Innate Skill ignited, muscles swelling, skin turning grey-stone hard as she hammered a spear through a sucker and into the deck beneath, pinning a smaller tentacle in place.

Skills erupted across Frostmaw.

Water shaped into blades and slammed against black flesh.

Ice crawled up a tentacle from where three raiders placed their hands against it, freezing slick skin long enough for others to hack.

Fire bloomed in orange sheets, burning away sea slime and filling the storm with steam.

Lightning cracked from a man’s outstretched spear and ran along wet flesh in blue-white branches. The tentacle spasmed, flinging bodies across the deck.

Innate Skills flared everywhere.

A raider’s skin became bark and iron.

Another split into three blurred copies, each striking from a different angle.

A wolf kin woman opened her mouth and released a howl that became visible force, battering a tentacle away from the mast.

Jarl Svanhild stood on a raised platform, eyes glowing silver, firing arrows that multiplied mid-flight into storms of pale shafts.

Rurik hacked at a tentacle with savage joy, sword glowing red, his hatred apparently broad enough to include sea monsters.

Mourne moved like a black knife through rain.

Her clawed gauntlet tore suckers apart. Demonification rippled under her armour, one arm lengthening, fingers becoming hooked talons black as midnight. She cut, ducked, leapt, and severed a smaller tentacle tip before it could drag a screaming sailor away.

Max joined them.

His halberd came alive in his hands.

Sharpness VII and Deep-Piercer II made the cold iron point bite deep into the leviathan’s flesh. Wounding Bite III opened the wound and kept it from sealing. The creature’s blood was dark green-black and hot enough to steam in rain.

A tentacle swept toward a cluster of prisoners near the hatch.

Max ran.

Surefoot IV held him across slick, tilting deck. Iron Grip V locked the halberd in place as he drove the spear point through the tentacle and into a deck beam beneath.

The limb bucked.

His shoulders screamed.

The halberd nearly tore free.

Retaliation III surged after the strain jarred his arms.

Max roared and threw his weight down.

“Cut it!”

Bren was there.

The older boy had no weapon but a broken belaying pin. Useless.

Then Torvald appeared with two axes and a curse, slamming both into the pinned tentacle. Another raider joined. Then another. Flesh split. Blood sprayed. The tentacle tore free by ripping itself around the halberd wound, leaving a chunk of meat behind.

Max yanked his weapon free.

No time to breathe.

Another impact shook Frostmaw.

A tentacle rose over the prow, wrapping around the carved wolf head and Moonbreaker’s mithril ram beneath. The ram flared with pale light. Enchantments screamed. The tentacle smoked where it touched mithril, but the leviathan did not let go.

Frostmaw tilted forward.

Men fell.

Barrels rolled.

A smaller ship to starboard was lifted entirely from the sea in the grip of two tentacles. For a moment, its crew were visible as tiny figures clinging to rails.

Then the ship was pulled under.

The sea swallowed it in one enormous gulp.

Max felt that hunger below flare with satisfaction.

His knees almost weakened.

So big.

So deep.

So hungry.

Hrodgar stepped onto the forward platform.

The wind tore his wolf pelt sideways. Rain ran down his face. His eyes had gone completely black.

Not dark.

Black.

Like holes into a moonless place.

“Hrodgar!” someone shouted.

The jarl did not answer.

He planted both feet on the slick deck and grabbed the carved rail with both hands. The muscles in his neck stood out. The wolf pelt around his shoulders lifted as if caught in a wind that touched nothing else.

Then black light shot from his eyes.

A beam.

Thin at first.

Then widening.

It struck the tentacle wrapped around the prow.

There was no fire.

No explosion.

The flesh withered.

Instantly.

The enormous limb shrank where the black light touched it, skin collapsing inward, suckers drying, muscle rotting from within. A sound came from below the ship, so deep Max felt it in his bones rather than heard it.

The tentacle thrashed.

Hrodgar screamed.

Or the leviathan did.

Maybe both.

The beam intensified.

The tentacle decayed in a long line, blackening, splitting, sloughing away in sheets. Moonbreaker flashed, and the wounded limb finally tore free, falling back into the sea with enough force to send a wave across the forward deck.

Hrodgar staggered.

Two warriors caught him before he fell.

His eyes returned to normal slowly.

“Again!” someone shouted.

Hrodgar spat blood onto the deck.

“No.”

That was apparently not a Skill one used twice quickly.

Max had no time to think more.

A tentacle came over the side near him.

He cut into it with the halberd, opening a deep wound that steamed in the rain. Another warrior pinned it with a spear. A woman unleashed a cone of ice over the damaged section. Max switched his grip, brought the axe from his belt, and used Shield-Biter II and Wounding Bite III together to hack through a cord of muscle near the sucker line.

The tentacle recoiled.

A second one hit him from behind.

There was no warning.

Hunger Sense showed too much, too many points, too much vast hunger below and frantic hunger above. The tentacle struck like a falling tree, wrapping around his torso and one arm before he could turn.

Cold slime crushed against armour.

Suckers latched onto plate.

Hooks scraped cold iron.

Max drove his gauntleted hand into the flesh and released Condemnation Flame.

Nothing.

Not demonic.

Not undead.

The flame burned, but not enough.

He tried Relic Flame.

White-gold fire hissed against wet flesh.

The tentacle tightened.

Air left his lungs.

His ribs creaked.

He stabbed with the halberd, but the angle was wrong. Iron Grip held the shaft, yet his trapped arm could not bring the blade around.

“Mourne!”

The tentacle ripped him off the deck.

The world spun.

He saw Mourne turn.

Saw her leap toward him, claws extended.

Saw Hrodgar shout.

Saw Frostmaw’s mast tilt behind rain.

Then the tentacle dragged him over the side.

Cold hit like death.

The sea swallowed him whole.

For one moment, there was only impact, darkness, bubbles, and the crushing weight of water. His helmet filled. His armour pulled him down. The tentacle wrapped tighter around him and dragged him beneath Frostmaw’s hull.

Deep Breath IV reacted.

Too late to stop the shock.

Water forced past his lips.

His lungs spasmed.

Panic rose.

Absorb Emotion opened instinctively, swallowing the edge of it, but the body did not care about courage when drowning.

Max kicked.

Useless.

His armour weighed him down. The tentacle pulled harder. The sea around him was black-green, lit only by storm flashes above and faint sick light from something deeper below.

Tide Sense III screamed.

Current.

Pressure.

Mass.

The leviathan was beneath him.

He felt it now in full.

Not the whole body—his mind could not hold that—but enough. A vast shape moving below Frostmaw. A mouth somewhere in the dark. Hunger so large it seemed less like an animal and more like a weather system made of teeth.

Max tried to bring the halberd around.

Still trapped.

He tried to flare sanctified blood.

No purchase.

He tried to breathe and got water.

His chest convulsed.

Deep Breath IV fought to hold him calm, to slow the panic, to stretch what little air he had left.

But his lungs were filling.

The tentacle dragged him deeper.

Sound vanished.

The battle above became distant thunder.

His vision narrowed.

No.

My mind is my own.

The words drifted through him.

Not enough.

Not relevant.

This was not the demon.

This was water.

Cold.

Weight.

Dark.

His fingers loosened on the halberd.

Iron Grip V tried to keep them closed.

His body failed anyway.

The weapon slipped.

Max reached for it.

Missed.

The cold took his hands.

His lungs burned, then dulled.

Above him, Frostmaw became a shadow.

Below him, the leviathan’s hunger opened wider.

Max’s consciousness began to slip.

The last thing he felt was not fear.

Absorb Emotion had taken too much of that.

It was hunger.

Deep.

Old.

Endless.

And then even that began to fade.

            

    
        The Black Hole in His Soul

    
    
    
    
                The dark beneath the sea had teeth.

Max could not see them.

Not clearly.

He did not need to.

Tide Sense screamed through him in shapes rather than words: pressure below, movement above, current dragging sideways, the huge slow turn of something impossibly vast beneath Frostmaw’s shadow.

The tentacle held him tight.

It dragged him deeper.

Cold iron armour pulled with it.

His lungs were full of water.

Not almost.

Not threatening to be.

Full.

His body convulsed around the wrongness of it. Ribs spasmed. Throat locked. Chest burned, then went numb, then burned again in a distant way, as if the pain belonged to someone else. Deep Breath IV fought to slow the panic. Absorb Emotion swallowed the sharpest terror before it could become blind flailing.

It did not matter.

He was drowning calmly.

That felt worse.

The halberd was gone. His hands were open and slow. The tentacle coiled around his torso, his left arm, his thigh, holding him like an afterthought. Hooks scraped over cold iron plate. Suckers latched and pulled. The pressure of the deep settled around him.

Above, through black water and storm-frothed darkness, Frostmaw was a shadow.

Then even that vanished behind bubbles and murk.

Max tried to move.

His body did not answer properly.

Too cold.

Too heavy.

Too little air.

The leviathan’s hunger filled everything.

Old.

Huge.

Endless.

A sea-cavern of need.

Compared to it, the hungers of men were sparks. Coin hunger. Blood hunger. Glory hunger. Even the demon behind his chain seemed small for one impossible moment.

Then the chain cracked.

Not from the leviathan.

Not from the pressure.

From opportunity.

Possessed V had waited.

It had listened while he drowned. Waited while his lungs filled. Waited while fear dulled and thought scattered. Waited until Binding VI was strained by cold, panic, crushing pressure, and the body’s frantic collapse.

Then it moved.

No whisper.

No bargain.

No offer.

The demon struck the inside of his soul like a fist through old glass.

The chain screamed.

Max screamed too, but the sound became bubbles.

Binding VI flared.

Chain of Refusal III tightened.

Sanctified X burned.

The demon pushed through all of it.

Not cleanly.

Not fully.

But enough.

A red-black pressure burst outward from the place in his chest where the possession had always waited. It flooded his nerves, his spine, his limbs, his jaw. His fingers curled into claws inside gauntlets. His skin burned red beneath cold iron. His thoughts scattered like birds before fire.

No.

The word formed.

Weak.

Too slow.

The demon took his arm.

Max felt it happen.

That was the horror.

Not unconsciousness.

Not blackout.

He was there.

Present.

Watching from inside himself as his body stopped being entirely his.

His right hand snapped up and drove into the tentacle.

Not a punch.

A clawing grip.

The blackened gauntlet, still not fully transformed but close enough, sank into leviathan flesh. Strength flooded him. Wrong strength. Demon strength. The kind that ignored dying lungs and torn muscles and the crushing cold because bodies were only tools.

The tentacle tightened.

The demon answered.

Max’s body twisted with impossible force.

Bones should have broken.

Maybe they did.

He could not tell.

His arm ripped free.

Then his other.

Claws tore through sucker flesh. Black-red heat boiled water around his hands. The tentacle convulsed, loosening for one heartbeat.

The demon took that heartbeat.

Max’s body opened its mouth underwater.

Gold fire erupted from it.

Not breath.

Not flame as air knew flame.

Sanctified force tore through the water from his mouth, eyes, and the wounds in his armour seams, boiling the sea around him in a violent burst. White-gold light filled the black water. Steam and bubbles exploded outward. The tentacle recoiled, flesh blistering where holy fire met living meat.

Max should have felt relief.

Instead, he felt the demon laugh inside his skull.

It was using his sanctified blood.

His fire.

His body.

His survival.

No.

Max tried to seize control.

Nothing happened.

He reached for fingers.

They flexed, but not because he told them to.

He tried to kick.

His legs moved, but the rhythm was not his.

He tried to close his mouth.

Gold fire poured from it anyway, burning the water from his lungs in a violent, impossible purge. His chest spasmed. Steam forced itself out through his throat. Water boiled in his lungs and became vapour and agony.

For one beautiful, terrible moment, he could breathe again.

Not air.

Not properly.

But his lungs were no longer drowning.

He seized on it.

Yes.

Burn it out.

Not the water.

The demon.

Max drove Sanctified X inward.

Gold-white fire turned on the thing in his soul. Condemnation Flame II answered. Demon Ward IV flared. The chains around Possessed V lit like sun-heated iron.

The demon screamed.

For half a heartbeat, Max thought it would work.

Gold fire erupted harder from his eyes, mouth, nose, ears, wounds, armour joints. The sea around him became a sphere of light and steam. The leviathan’s tentacle thrashed away, wounded and uncertain.

But inside, the demon did not leave.

It burned.

It suffered.

It hated.

But it had its claws in too deep.

Its possession was not a shadow sitting on his skin. It was not something draped across his shoulders, waiting to be cast off. It was threaded through the cracks of his soul, through the places where righteous fury had become permission, through the wound left by the Radiant Hunger and the fiend and every time he had reached for power in desperation.

Sanctified fire hurt it.

It did not remove it.

The demon pushed back.

The gold flame dimmed.

Max screamed again.

This time the sound remained inside his skull.

Stupid little knight.

The words arrived at last.

Not heard.

Placed.

A voice made of teeth scraping over bone.

Max froze.

No.

There you are.

The demon’s attention turned fully toward him.

That was worse than possession.

Worse than losing his hands.

It saw him.

Not his face.

Not his body.

The place inside where he watched from behind the failing chain.

You thought refusal made you strong.

Max tried to speak.

No sound came.

The demon made his body twitch, flexing fingers in the water as if admiring stolen gloves.

You are a room with a locked door, boy. Locks only matter until someone finds the hinge.

Max shoved against it.

Nothing.

His will hit the demon’s control and slid away.

He reached for Binding.

The chain was broken in places, links stretched and red-hot, still wrapped around the demon but no longer enough to hold it closed.

He reached for Chain of Refusal.

It answered weakly.

The demon laughed again.

Good chain. Faithful chain. Shall I wear it when I walk you into daylight?

No.

The water around them darkened as the sanctified flare faded.

The leviathan’s main hunger remained below, recoiling slightly from the holy burst but not gone. Tentacles moved in the distance. Frostmaw was nowhere visible now. Fog and storm and depth had swallowed the world.

Max’s body kicked.

Strong.

Efficient.

Upward.

The demon wanted the surface.

It wanted survival too.

That almost comforted him.

Then it spoke again.

You will thank me.

Max felt himself recoil.

You were dying. I moved. You burned. I kept us intact.

No.

Yes.

Images came.

Not memories exactly.

Mockeries.

Sten’s head in his hands.

Kaelvar falling cleanly beneath the halberd.

Marae flinching.

Raiders stepping aside.

The chests of relics.

Power arriving after blood.

The demon arranged them like treasures.

You understand me better than you pretend.

Max shoved at it again.

Still nothing.

You hate chains. So do I.

That landed.

The demon knew it landed.

It pressed harder, voice curling around the thought.

Slavers. Raiders. Priests. Commanders. Knights. Jarls. Gods in high seats. All hands. All leashes. All saying wait, obey, kneel, learn, be patient.

Max’s body kicked upward through the dark water.

Bubbles streamed from his mouth.

Gold embers faded from his eyes.

The demon continued.

I do not tell you to kneel.

Liar.

The thought came clear enough that the demon paused.

Max gathered himself around it.

Liar.

The demon’s amusement sharpened.

You are mine.

No.

The word was weak.

But his.

The demon squeezed.

Pain shot through his soul, not his body. The broken chain tightened in the wrong direction. Max felt himself compress, smaller and smaller, pushed deeper into his own skull as the thing spread through his limbs.

His body continued swimming.

Strong.

Stolen.

Useful.

Max could not take it back.

Panic rose.

Absorb Emotion reached for it automatically.

No.

Not that.

If Absorb Emotion swallowed the panic, he would become calmer, but calm was not control. Calm would simply let him be trapped more quietly.

He needed something else.

He reached inward.

For Absorption.

Not the function.

Not a technique.

The Skill itself.

The hollow, hungry thing that had been with him from awakening. The thing that took relics, emotions, memories, effects, power. The thing everyone feared. The thing Mourne trained him to restrain. The thing Draven had selected him for.

Absorption stirred.

Weakly at first.

The demon noticed.

Do not.

Max reached harder.

Not commanding.

Pleading.

Help me.

Absorption did not answer in words.

It was not kind.

It was hunger.

But hunger could be pointed.

Max turned it toward the demon.

For one heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then Absorption opened.

Not outward.

Inward.

It reached for the thing threaded through his soul.

The demon screamed.

The sound tore through Max’s mind so violently that his body convulsed in the water.

No!

The demon tried to pull back.

There was nowhere to pull back to.

It was inside him.

Absorption found the edges of its influence: the red-black threads in his nerves, the claws hooked around will, the pressure wrapped around thought, the power forcing his limbs to move.

Max tried to take only those.

Only the threads.

Only the control.

Only enough to get his body back.

But Absorption did not stop.

It tasted the demon and became vast.

Too vast.

A black hole opened in the centre of Max’s soul.

Not seen.

Felt.

An impossible inward pull, darker than the sea beneath him, deeper than the leviathan’s hunger, older than anything he knew how to name. It was not a mouth. Mouths had edges. Mouths closed. This was absence given appetite.

The demon’s scream changed.

No longer rage.

No longer mockery.

Fear.

Real fear.

Stop.

Max tried.

He tried to pull back.

Tried to close the Skill.

Tried to clamp down the way Mourne had trained him, to narrow the hunger, to take only what he needed and leave the rest bound behind the chain.

Absorption ignored him.

For the first time, truly ignored him.

It had found something too compatible, too deep, too woven into him. A possession was not an object in his hand. It was not a relic resting on his palm. It was not an emotion he could skim from the surface of thought.

The demon was inside his soul.

So Absorption reached into his soul and took.

The demon clawed at the broken chains.

Binding VI flared.

Chain of Refusal III wrapped around it.

For one terrible moment, Max thought they were helping the demon hold on.

Then he understood.

They were holding it still.

Absorption pulled.

The demon’s threads ripped free of his nerves.

His stolen arm spasmed.

His jaw snapped shut.

His legs kicked once without purpose.

Red-black power tore loose from his spine, his blood, his thoughts, his memories of anger, every crack where the demon had hidden hooks. It came away screaming.

Max screamed with it.

Because it hurt.

Gods, it hurt.

Not like flesh.

Not like burns.

Not like broken bones.

It felt like something was being dragged out through the deepest part of him, something that had grown roots into wounds he did not know were wounds until they were torn open.

The demon tried to speak.

Tried to bargain.

Tried to become his voice again.

Boy—wait—I can—

Absorption took the words.

The black hole widened.

The demon’s presence stretched thin, dragged toward that impossible centre. Its shape appeared in Max’s mind for one instant, no longer hidden behind possession or fury.

A thing of red skin and smoke, horned and starving, with too many mouths opening across its chest. A fiend-fragment grown clever in captivity. A parasite wearing rage like a crown.

It looked at him.

Not with mockery now.

With hatred.

With terror.

Mine, it hissed.

Max tried to stop.

He did.

Some part of him still thought taking the whole thing was too much. Too dangerous. Too unknown. Mourne had said to report. Mourne had said to control. Mourne had said power you choose could lie.

This was not choosing anymore.

This was falling.

Absorption devoured.

The demon’s soul hit the black hole in Max’s soul and stretched like red cloth caught in a storm.

Then it tore.

The scream became everything.

The sea.

The storm.

The leviathan.

Max’s blood.

His bones.

His System.

All of it rang with the demon’s final sound as Absorption sucked it inward, taking not only the threads of control but the core behind them, the hunger, the rage, the corrupted will, the memory of hellish places, the shape of possession itself.

The demon vanished into him.

Not retreated.

Not sealed.

Gone.

Consumed.

For one moment, there was silence inside Max.

True silence.

No whisper.

No pressure behind the chain.

No amused presence waiting for weakness.

Only the black hole of Absorption turning slowly in the centre of his soul, satisfied and not satisfied at all.

Then power flooded his veins.

Too much.

Red-black force erupted through him, crashing into Sanctified X, Binding VI, Chain of Refusal III, Demon Ward IV, Relic Flame, Condemnation Flame, every holy and unholy thing inside him colliding at once.

Gold fire burst from his eyes.

Black-red light burned under his skin.

His wounds shone.

His lungs convulsed.

The water around him boiled.

System text flashed behind his eyes, but he could not read it.

Not yet.

His mind was still his.

But the thing he had done was too large to understand.

Max seized his body in the stunned silence after the demon’s death.

Mine.

This time nothing answered.

He forced his legs to kick.

Forced his arms to move.

Forced his burning lungs to hold.

My mind is my own.

The words were no longer a defence against the demon.

They were an anchor against himself.

Max kicked upward through the dark.

Water pressed from every side. Armour dragged him down. His lungs burned again, not full now, but damaged. Deep Breath IV stretched what little air he had. Drowned Calm tried to keep him from panicking. Tide Sense found upward through current and storm.

The leviathan moved below.

A tentacle brushed past in the dark, searching.

Max tucked his limbs, kicked aside, and felt the massive limb pass close enough that its pressure rolled him head over heels.

He lost direction.

Tide Sense found it again.

Up.

He kicked.

The armour was too heavy.

Every stroke fought cold iron, soaked padding, weapons, straps, boots, chain, plate. Load-Bearing II did not help in open water. Durability VIII kept the armour intact when part of him wished it would simply break.

A black thought crossed him.

He would drown because he was too well protected.

Max reached for the release straps.

His fingers were clumsy.

Numb.

But his grip obeyed.

One buckle.

Another.

A strap under the arm.

The gorget latch.

The breastplate fought him, then loosened.

The ocean tried to take it immediately.

For a moment, panic flared.

That armour had saved his life so many times. Velm. Demons. Doppels. Werewolves. Raids. Kaelvar’s axe. It was not just metal. It was shape. Safety. Proof.

The sea did not care.

He let it go.

The breastplate slipped away into darkness.

Then the backplate.

Pauldrons.

Vambraces.

Greaves.

He kept only what he could not remove quickly and what would not drag him under as badly. His belt tore loose. His boarding axe vanished. A knife too. The halberd was already gone.

Cold iron sank beneath him, piece by piece, swallowed by black water.

Max kicked upward lighter and more terrified.

The surface brightened above.

Not light.

Less dark.

His lungs burned.

The place where the demon had been remained silent.

That silence was not peaceful.

It was a hole.

A wound.

A full stomach.

A missing enemy.

Max did not have time to understand it.

He kicked.

The surface broke around him.

Air hit like knives.

Max gasped.

Water came out first.

Then air.

He choked, coughed, thrashed, and nearly went under again immediately as a wave smashed over his head.

He kicked blindly.

No armour now.

Still heavy with soaked clothing.

Still exhausted.

Still bleeding from places the tentacle’s hooks had found.

He came up again, coughing so hard his chest spasmed.

Fog surrounded him.

Thick.

Grey.

Endless.

No ships.

No lanterns.

No voices.

Only waves.

Rain.

Wind.

The roar of the storm.

“Frostmaw!” he tried to shout.

It came out as a broken rasp.

He turned in the water, searching.

Tide Sense felt currents, waves, depths, but no ship hull close enough to matter. Hunger Sense found nothing human. Or perhaps the storm scattered everything. Perhaps the ships were gone. Perhaps he had been dragged too far below and carried too far sideways.

Another wave lifted him.

For one heartbeat, he saw nothing but grey water and grey sky.

Then it dropped him into a trough.

He kicked.

Deep Breath IV helped him control the coughing. Hardy Constitution IV fought the cold. Weathered Comfort I did almost nothing against being alone in the open ocean, but it kept the rain from becoming another panic.

Paired Warmth II offered nothing.

No trusted ally close.

That emptiness hurt more than he expected.

“Mourne!” he shouted.

The storm ate her name.

He treaded water.

Minutes passed.

Or hours.

Time broke into waves.

Kick.

Breathe.

Cough.

Turn.

Listen.

Feel.

Nothing.

He tried floating on his back, but waves slapped over his face. He rolled onto his front and kicked again. His muscles trembled. His arms ached from fighting the tentacle and the demon and the sea. His chest burned where sanctified fire had boiled water from his lungs.

The demon was gone.

Not quiet.

Gone.

Max kept reaching for the place behind the chain without meaning to.

Every time, he found absence.

The chain had nothing to hold.

Binding VI drifted around emptiness.

Chain of Refusal III circled a silence where a prisoner had been devoured by the prison itself.

Absorption turned slowly in the centre of him.

Satisfied.

Unsatisfied.

Hungry.

Always hungry.

System text still flashed at the edge of his awareness, but he could not focus on it. Words came and vanished behind his eyes, bright and insistent.

Absorption has—

A wave struck him.

He swallowed seawater.

Coughed it out.

Kicked.

Again.

Possessed V has—

Another wave.

Gone.

He could not read.

He could not think.

He had to stay above water.

A wave hit him sideways.

He went under.

Cold closed.

He kicked back up.

Gasped.

Another wave.

He spat water and tried to laugh because the alternative was screaming.

It came out as a sob.

No ships.

No lights.

No Mourne.

No halberd.

No armour.

No shore.

Only ocean.

Max kept moving.

He thought of Blackhold’s training yard.

Perrin grinning through split lips.

Draven’s unreadable eyes.

Mourne saying good like it was a rope thrown into a pit.

He thought of Alfie’s wooden wolf wrapped in cloth.

Had it been in his pack?

On Frostmaw?

In the berth?

Gone?

The thought almost pulled him under.

He kicked harder.

No.

Not yet.

He thought of the captives. Darric, Lina, Marae, Bren, Olan, Nessa, Tavik. All still aboard if Frostmaw had survived. His responsibility, though not his property. His promise, though he had not made one aloud.

Not yet.

He had to live.

Had to get back.

Had to understand what he had done.

Had to tell Mourne.

Had to—

A wave rose out of the fog.

He saw it too late.

A wall of grey water, higher than the others, its crest torn white by wind.

Max tried to dive beneath it.

Too slow.

The wave hit him like a falling cliff.

Water slammed him down.

He tumbled.

Up vanished.

Down vanished.

His limbs flailed.

Tide Sense screamed directions he could no longer follow.

Water forced into his mouth again.

His chest convulsed.

He reached for Deep Breath.

For Absorb Emotion.

For anything.

His hand closed on empty water.

The world darkened at the edges.

Absorption stirred weakly, hungry even now.

Not for the sea.

Not for the leviathan.

For survival.

For whatever came next.

Max kicked once.

Twice.

Could not find the surface.

Cold wrapped him.

His body finally stopped obeying.

The last thing he felt was not the leviathan.

Not the demon.

Not hunger.

It was the strange, gentle ache of Paired Warmth with no one close enough to answer.

Then the sea took him into darkness.

            

    
        Strawberry Sweet

    
    
    
    
                Max dreamed of sweets.

Not blood.

Not black water.

Not tentacles dragging ships into the deep.

Sweets.

Bright little sugar drops wrapped in twists of wax paper, red and yellow and green, poured from a brown cloth bag into Matron Elowen’s cupped hands while every child in the orphanage pressed close enough to be shouted at.

“Back,” she snapped. “Back, or none of you get anything.”

No one moved back.

Not really.

They shuffled half a step and leaned forward twice as far.

It was summer in the dream.

That was wrong, maybe. Or maybe it was only how memory chose to remember the day. Golden light came through the high windows of the common room. Dust drifted in the beams. Someone had opened the back door, and warm air carried in the smell of cut grass, laundry soap, and the kitchen’s thin vegetable stew.

The orphanage almost looked kind in sunlight.

Almost.

The long tables were still scarred with knife marks and ink stains. The stone floor was still cold where the sun did not touch it. The walls were still too bare, the windows too high, the chairs too uneven. But the light softened everything. It made the cracks in the plaster look less like damage and more like lines on an old hand. It made the patched curtains glow. It turned the dust into gold.

Max was smaller.

Much smaller.

Ten, maybe.

Skinny wrists. Bruised knees. Shirt too large at the shoulders and too short at the cuffs. Hair sticking up because Alfie had tried to cut a knot out of it with kitchen scissors two days before and made everything worse.

Alfie stood beside him, only six, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

He was all elbows, bright eyes, and barely contained noise. His sleeves were rolled badly. One sock had fallen around his ankle. His hair was sticking up too, not because anyone had cut it, but because Alfie’s hair behaved like it had never agreed to rules.

“Max,” he whispered.

“What?”

“Do you think they have strawberry?”

“How would I know?”

“You know things.”

Max glanced down at him.

Alfie looked up with absolute faith, as if Max being older by four years meant he understood all mysteries of the world, including the secret contents of a cloth sweet bag.

That faith was a heavy thing.

Even in the dream.

Especially in the dream.

“Yes,” Max said.

Alfie’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Definitely.”

“You promise?”

Max hesitated.

Promises mattered.

Even small ones.

Especially to Alfie.

Before he could answer, Matron Elowen barked, “Max. Stop whispering.”

Max straightened instantly.

The children around him giggled.

Alfie clapped both hands over his mouth, eyes shining above his fingers.

Matron Elowen looked over the room like she expected theft, fire, or moral weakness to break out at any second.

Maybe all three.

She was tall in the way adults were tall when children were small. Long grey dress. White collar. Hair scraped back so tightly it looked like it hurt. Her mouth was thin, her hands thinner, and her eyes had the dreadful gift of finding guilt before a crime had been committed.

The sweets had come from a travelling merchant whose cart wheel broke outside the orphanage gate.

That was the miracle of it.

Not a festival. Not a holiday. Not anyone’s birthday. Just a broken wheel, a muddy road, and chance deciding to be generous for once.

The older boys had helped lift the cart while the merchant repaired the axle. Max had been one of them, though he had not been much use. He remembered mud up to his ankles and Tomlin complaining that the wheel was heavier than sin. The merchant had been round-faced and red-nosed, with laugh lines around his eyes and a smell of cinnamon clinging to his coat.

When the work was done, he had thanked Matron Elowen and handed her the bag as payment.

She had looked as if gratitude physically pained her.

But she had taken it.

And now, miracle of miracles, she was sharing.

“One each,” she said. “One. Not two. If I see anyone hiding another, I’ll know.”

Max did not doubt that.

Matron Elowen always knew.

Except when she didn’t.

That was why children had pockets, loose floorboards, and older friends.

But today no one risked it.

Not with sweets.

Not with something so rare it seemed almost holy.

Children moved forward one by one.

A red sweet for Tomlin.

Yellow for Sera.

Green for little Fen, who immediately tried to put the whole thing in his mouth with the paper still on until Mara stopped him.

“Take the paper off, you little fool,” Mara whispered.

Fen looked betrayed by the extra work.

The line shuffled forward.

Max waited with Alfie.

He always made Alfie go first when good things came.

He told himself it was because Alfie would complain otherwise.

That was not true.

It was because good things sometimes ran out.

It was because Max knew what Alfie’s face looked like when hope became disappointment.

It was because if there was only one sweet left between them, Max already knew who would take it.

Alfie stepped forward when his turn came, small hands held out like he was receiving treasure from a king. Matron Elowen dropped a red sweet into his palm.

Red.

Strawberry, maybe.

Alfie turned so fast he nearly crashed into Max.

“Max,” he whispered, barely containing himself. “You said.”

Max looked at the sweet.

Then at Alfie.

“Obviously.”

Alfie’s face became pure wonder, as if Max had summoned the flavour himself.

Then it was Max’s turn.

Matron Elowen looked at him longer than the others.

She always did that.

As if waiting for him to give her a reason.

Max held out his hand.

A green sweet dropped into his palm.

Apple or lime.

He hoped apple.

He stepped away before she could change her mind.

The whole common room became careful unwrapping. Wax paper twisted open. Sugar clicked against teeth. Children tried to make the sweets last and failed almost immediately. Someone laughed. Someone else declared loudly that yellow was the best and was told by three others that yellow was obviously medicine flavour.

Alfie held his red sweet up to the light from the window before putting it in his mouth.

His face changed.

Pure delight.

No fear.

No hunger.

No bruises.

No cold.

No mines waiting in some future neither of them could imagine yet.

Just strawberry.

Max put his green sweet in his mouth.

Apple.

Definitely apple.

Sweet and sharp, sticking to his tongue.

For a moment, he closed his eyes.

That was dangerous. Closing your eyes around other children meant someone might steal, shove, flick, or spit. But no one did. The whole room was too busy holding onto its own miracle.

Alfie leaned against his side.

“Was yours good?”

Max nodded.

“What flavour?”

“Apple.”

“Mine’s strawberry.”

“I know.”

“You knew?”

“Obviously.”

Alfie thought about that, then reached into his mouth, pulled the sweet out between sticky fingers, and held it up to Max.

“Want to try?”

Max stared at him.

“That’s disgusting.”

Alfie frowned. “It’s strawberry.”

“It was in your mouth.”

“So?”

“So that’s disgusting.”

Alfie looked down at the red sweet, then back up at Max. His brows drew together in the serious way they did when the world failed to make sense.

“But it’s good.”

“I believe you.”

“You can have some.”

“No.”

“Just a little.”

“No.”

Alfie’s face began to fall, just slightly.

Not much.

Only enough.

He had offered the best thing he owned and thought Max did not want it.

Max sighed dramatically.

“Fine.”

Alfie brightened instantly.

Max took the smallest possible lick of the red sweet.

It tasted like strawberry, sugar, and Alfie’s grubby fingers.

“Good?” Alfie asked.

Max handed it back.

“Good.”

Alfie looked triumphant, as if he had personally invented strawberries.

Around them, the orphanage was louder than usual.

Happier.

For once, no one was crying. No one was being dragged by the ear. No one was standing in the punishment corner. Even Matron Elowen looked almost satisfied, though that might have been because all the children were too busy sucking sweets to speak.

The sweetness changed the room.

That was what Max remembered most.

Not the flavour.

The change.

How little it took.

One sweet each, and suddenly Tomlin was not trying to start a fight. Sera was sharing jokes. Fen was sitting cross-legged under the table, sticky-faced and blissful. Mara had her eyes closed and one hand pressed to her cheek like she was trying to keep the taste there forever.

For a few minutes, the orphanage did not feel like a place children waited to become unwanted adults.

It felt like a place children lived.

Alfie tugged Max toward the back door.

The yard outside was bright and warm. Laundry snapped on lines. The old stone wall held the sun. Someone had chalked crooked circles onto the ground for a throwing game. The younger children ran in loops, shrieking around the wash basin while Mara pretended not to smile at them.

“Slow down,” Max said.

“You’re slow.”

“You’re sticky.”

“You’re sticky too.”

“Because you gave me your mouth sweet.”

Alfie giggled.

They went to the crooked apple tree near the wall.

It gave more shade than apples.

Most years, the fruit came small, sour, and full of worms. Matron Elowen said the tree should be cut down. Cook Mara said if anyone touched it, she would hit them with the iron ladle. Since everyone, including Matron Elowen, feared the iron ladle, the tree remained.

Max sat with his back against the trunk.

Alfie dropped beside him and leaned against his side, carefully moving his sweet from one cheek to the other.

“You’ll choke if you keep doing that,” Max said.

“No I won’t.”

“You might.”

“I won’t.”

“If you do, I’m not helping.”

Alfie looked up at him, utterly unconcerned. “Yes you are.”

Max looked away.

“Maybe.”

Alfie smiled around the sweet.

The yard stretched in front of them.

Warm stone.

Yellow grass.

Laundry snapping white against blue sky.

Tomlin and Sera arguing over chalk rules.

Fen chasing a beetle with the focus of a hunter.

Cook Mara standing near the kitchen door with flour on her arms and a rare softness in her face.

Matron Elowen in the common-room doorway, arms folded, watching over them like a storm that had decided not to rain yet.

Max felt the bark against his back.

Rough.

Real.

He could smell the sun-warmed leaves overhead, the faint sourness of fallen apples, the soap from the laundry, the dust kicked up by running feet.

He could feel Alfie’s small shoulder pressed against him.

Warm.

Trusting.

There.

“Max?”

“What?”

“When I’m big, I’m going to buy a whole bag.”

“A whole bag?”

“Yes.”

“That’s too many sweets.”

“No it isn’t.”

“You’d be sick.”

“I’d eat them slowly.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I would.”

“You ate half your winter biscuit in one bite.”

“That was different.”

“How?”

“It was smaller than a bag.”

Max gave him a look.

Alfie considered this seriously.

“I’d give you some.”

Max looked out across the yard.

At the children.

At the laundry.

At the common room windows shining with sun.

At the world, which for one small afternoon had nothing sharp in it.

“You would?”

Alfie nodded hard.

“Half.”

“Half a whole bag?”

“Yes.”

“That’s generous.”

“I know.”

“You’d regret it.”

“No.”

“You would after eating yours.”

Alfie thought about that.

“I’d ask for some back.”

Max snorted.

Alfie laughed, bright and pleased.

The sound did something strange to the dream.

It stretched.

Thinned.

For a moment, Max was not only ten.

He was older too.

Seventeen.

Drowning.

Cold.

Far away.

He felt the sea somewhere beyond the yard, black water pressing against memory’s walls. He felt the ache in his chest where water had been. The hollow place inside him where a demon had screamed and vanished. The hunger of Absorption turning slowly in the centre of his soul.

Then Alfie nudged him.

The sea faded.

The yard returned.

“Max?”

“What?”

“You’ll stay with me, won’t you?”

The dream trembled.

A hairline crack ran through the golden light.

Max looked down.

Alfie was still six. Still sticky-fingered. Still holding half a strawberry sweet in his mouth. But the shadows under the apple tree had deepened.

The laundry stopped moving.

The children’s laughter grew quieter.

Somewhere, far away, a wave broke.

“I’ll stay,” Max said.

He had said that once.

Maybe.

Or wished he had.

Alfie smiled.

“Promise?”

The word struck harder than it should have.

Promises mattered.

Even small ones.

Especially to Alfie.

Max opened his mouth.

The yard dimmed.

No.

Not yet.

He reached for the moment, trying to hold it in place the way he had held weapons, pain, breath, anger, grief.

But dreams were not relics.

They could not be gripped.

The sun slid behind something unseen.

The old stone wall lost its warmth. The chalk circles on the ground blurred. The kitchen door became a dark rectangle. Cook Mara vanished. The children became smudges of movement and sound.

Alfie still looked up at him.

Waiting.

“Max?”

“I promise,” Max said.

The words came out broken.

Not because he was crying.

Because somewhere beyond the dream, his lungs were full of salt and his body was sinking.

Alfie’s smile returned.

Full.

Trusting.

Cruel in its innocence.

“Good.”

The strawberry sweet clicked against his teeth.

The sound was tiny.

It echoed like a bell.

Then the dream shifted.

Max stood in the common room again.

No.

Not stood.

Watched.

He saw himself and Alfie from across the room, two small boys near the back door, one pretending to be older than he was, the other believing it.

He wanted to shout at them.

Warn them.

Tell them to hold onto this day with both hands.

Tell Max not to make promises unless he knew how to keep them.

Tell Alfie—

What?

What could he tell Alfie?

That the world was not kind?

Alfie already knew enough of that.

That sweets did not last?

He was learning.

That Max would leave one day?

No.

He would not say that.

Not here.

Not in this memory.

The common room darkened.

The high windows became black glass.

The dust stopped glowing.

Matron Elowen’s voice came from somewhere far away.

“Back, or none of you get anything.”

But there were no children now.

No sweets.

No summer.

Only empty tables and a floor that reflected water.

Max looked down.

Black water seeped between the stones.

It spread silently across the common room floor, pooling around chair legs, swallowing dropped wax papers, rising over the worn toes of his old shoes.

He stepped back.

The water followed.

From beneath the tables came a sound like chains dragging across stone.

No.

This was not part of the memory.

Max turned toward the back door.

The yard was still there, but distant now, shrinking, the apple tree fading into grey mist.

Alfie stood beneath it.

Small.

Red sweet in hand.

“Max?” he called.

Max ran.

Or tried to.

The water thickened around his legs. Not deep, but heavy. Every step dragged. The common room stretched, tables lengthening, floor widening, door pulling farther away.

Alfie watched him, confused.

“Max?”

“I’m coming,” Max shouted.

His voice made no sound.

The water rose to his knees.

Then his waist.

The back door became a rectangle of fading gold.

Alfie lifted one hand.

Not waving.

Reaching.

Max reached back.

The water surged.

Cold closed around his chest.

The common room vanished.

The orphanage broke apart into shadow and bubbles.

Max was in the sea again.

No.

Not fully.

Dream-sea.

Memory-sea.

Black water with the apple tree’s leaves floating on the surface. Wax paper twisting like little drowned birds. A red sweet sinking slowly past his face, untouched and impossibly bright.

He reached for it.

His fingers were small again.

Then armoured.

Then bare.

Then not there at all.

The sweet fell into darkness.

Alfie’s voice came from above, below, everywhere.

“You’ll stay?”

Max tried to answer.

Water filled his mouth.

He choked.

The dream shook.

For one heartbeat, he saw Alfie as he had been.

Six years old.

Gap-toothed smile.

Sticky fingers.

Faith too big for his small body.

Then he saw Alfie older.

Not real.

Imagined.

Maybe twenty-two, maybe the age he might have become in another life, another story, another world where Max kept every promise. Taller. Sharper. Still with the same eyes. Still looking at Max as if Max should know the way home.

Then that Alfie vanished too.

The darkness took him in pieces.

First the yard.

Then the common room.

Then the apple tree.

Then the smell of laundry soap.

Then the taste of apple.

Then the strawberry.

Max fought hardest for Alfie’s face.

But even that began to blur.

“Don’t go,” Max tried to say.

Or maybe Alfie said it.

Or maybe neither of them did.

The dream was collapsing now.

No edges.

No light.

Only black water and the fading ache of something warm pressed against his side.

Alfie was the last thing to remain.

Small face.

Red sweet.

Trusting eyes.

Then he was gone.

And there was only blackness.

Not sleep.

Not peace.

Blackness.

Deep, cold, and complete.

Max drifted through it without body, without breath, without hunger strong enough to pull him anywhere.

For the first time since awakening, there was no System window bright behind his eyes.

No demon whispering from behind the chain.

No Mourne telling him good.

No sea roaring.

No pain.

Only the memory of a promise, dissolving slowly into the dark.

And somewhere far beyond him, too distant to reach, a voice called his name.

            

    
        Nephalem

    
    
    
    
                Max woke with the sea touching his legs.

For a while, that was all he understood.

Water.

Cold, but not the drowning cold. Not the crushing black pressure beneath the storm. This was shallow water, lapping against his boots, pulling at the soaked cloth around his calves, then sliding away again with a whisper of sand and foam.

He opened his eyes.

Sunlight stabbed into them.

Max groaned and rolled onto his side.

Bad idea.

His whole body protested.

Not broken, exactly.

Not in the familiar way.

Strained. Burned. Hollowed out. Full of strange pressure. Like his bones had been removed, heated, hammered into new shapes, and put back badly.

He coughed.

Salt water came up first.

Then bile.

Then nothing.

He lay there on the sand, shaking, one cheek pressed against warm grains while the tide breathed over his boots.

He was alive.

That seemed unlikely.

Max blinked until the world stopped swimming.

Beach.

Sun.

Sand.

Blue-white sky.

The sea stretched behind him, bright and glittering, deceptively gentle. No storm. No black waves. No tentacles. No ships. No Frostmaw. No longships. No shouting raiders. No Mourne.

He pushed himself up on one elbow.

His head spun.

His throat was painfully dry. His stomach clenched around emptiness. Hunger gnawed at him, ordinary and brutal, almost comforting compared to the other hungers he had carried.

Water first.

Food second.

Shelter third.

Mourne’s voice came to him so clearly that for one insane second he thought she stood behind him.

He turned.

No one.

Only forest.

The beach curved in both directions, pale sand broken by black rocks and driftwood. Beyond it, dense green forest rose almost directly from the shore. Tall trees with broad dark leaves. Vines hanging in curtains. Ferns as high as his waist. Birds calling somewhere inside the canopy. Insects clicking. The air was warmer than Veyrath had been. Warmer than Thalrune should have been.

Max stared.

No smoke.

No road.

No buildings.

No boats pulled onto shore.

No signs of people at all.

He swallowed, winced at the dryness, and looked down at himself.

Then froze.

His hands were wrong.

Not fully wrong.

Still his hands.

But not as they had been.

His skin carried a faint red tint, as if heat lived beneath it. Not the full demon-red from Feigr. Not the monstrous flush that had crawled over him when Possessed V pushed through. This was subtler, deeper, part of him now. Through that red ran thin white streaks, almost like veins of pale fire beneath the skin, tracing across the backs of his hands, wrists, and forearms in branching lines.

Sanctified white.

Demonic red.

Both.

Neither fighting.

That was what scared him most.

They looked settled.

His fingernails were black.

Not dirty.

Black.

Hard, slightly curved, sharper than human nails should be, longer too. Not the long ripping claws the demon had made from his hands. Not weapons by themselves, perhaps, but close enough that when he flexed his fingers, little crescents of shadow caught the sunlight.

Max’s breathing quickened.

“No,” he whispered.

His voice came out rough and cracked.

He looked at his arms.

Bigger.

Definitely bigger.

The muscles under the skin were denser, his wrists thicker, forearms corded in a way they had not been before. He pushed himself upright and looked at his legs, torso, shoulders. His clothes were torn, salt-stiff, and clinging to him, but they fit wrong now. Tight across the chest. Shorter at the wrists. Straining at the thighs.

He felt bigger.

Not by a little.

Maybe several inches.

Maybe more.

He had no way to measure.

His armour was gone. His halberd gone. Axe gone. Dagger gone. Red cloak gone. Boots remained somehow, though one sole was half torn loose. His belt was missing. His shirt was ripped open at one side where tentacle hooks had torn him. The wounds beneath were closed.

Closed.

Max looked closer.

The flesh had knitted over in dark red scar tissue threaded with white-gold lines. It looked old and new at once.

Healing.

Demonic?

Sanctified?

Both?

He staggered to his feet.

Almost fell.

Steady Stance caught him.

Surefoot kept him from collapsing into the wet sand.

His body felt strange in balance. Longer limbs. Heavier muscles. More power sitting under the skin, unfamiliar enough to feel borrowed.

He stumbled toward the waterline and crouched over a shallow pool left between rocks.

The reflection looked back.

Max stopped breathing.

His face was still his.

Mostly.

Sharper than before. Older in a way that had nothing to do with years. The faint red tint continued up his neck and jaw, pale white streaks branching beneath one cheekbone and disappearing into his hairline. His hair was darker with seawater, plastered messily to his head.

But his eyes—

One was gold.

Pure gold.

Not brown flecked with gold. Not reflected sunlight. The whole iris shone metallic and bright, like molten light held still. Sanctified. Holy. Terrifying.

The other eye belonged to a fiend.

Deep red around a vertical black slit, glowing faintly even in daylight. Not Mourne’s vampire red. Not human. Predatory. Demonic. A thing that should have looked out from a monster’s skull, not his.

Max fell back from the pool.

Sand stuck to his wet hands.

“No,” he said again.

The word shook.

He pressed one hand to his chest.

The demon.

His heart hammered beneath his palm.

He reached inward.

Not physically.

Not through System windows yet.

Just awareness.

The place behind the chain.

For months, Possessed V had been there. Sometimes silent. Sometimes pressing. Sometimes amused. A presence behind restraint. A listener waiting for weakness. A thing curled in his soul.

Now—

Nothing.

Not quiet.

Not hiding.

Nothing.

The chain was there, perhaps. Or the memory of it. Binding. Refusal. A shape left behind after purpose had been removed.

But the demon was gone.

Max remembered.

Not all at once.

In broken flashes.

Drowning.

The tentacle.

The demon taking his body.

Gold fire boiling the water from his lungs.

Trying to burn the demon out.

Failing.

Pleading with Absorption.

The black hole opening in his soul.

The demon screaming.

Not retreating.

Not returning to its plane.

Screaming as Absorption took it.

Max swallowed.

Demons did not die.

That was one of the first things Mourne had taught him. Not truly. Not easily. A body could be destroyed. A manifestation burned. A possession severed. A fiend banished. But the thing behind it returned to whatever hell, abyss, maw, plane, pit, or outer wound had produced it. Killing a demon permanently required conditions, powers, relics, rituals, or mistakes so rare that most hunters planned for banishment rather than death.

But that demon had not returned.

Max had felt it.

Absorption had not banished.

It had eaten.

He sat on the sand for a long moment.

Then opened his status.

The System unfolded inside his mind.

Bright.

Cold.

Merciless.

Different.

Much larger than before.


Status

Name: Max
Age: 17
Innate Skill: Absorption — Level 61

Max stared.

Level 61.

His breath caught.

The window continued.


Innate Skill Progression

Absorption has reached Level 61.

Absorption Level 28 → Level 61

Progression Sources:
Repeated relic absorption prior to leviathan incident.
Emergency inward activation of Absorption under possession conditions.
Complete absorption of a demonic soul.
Integration of hostile spiritual essence.
Survival of internal sanctified-demonic conflict.
Extreme will resistance under drowning, possession, and soul pressure.

Skill Function Greatly Improved:
Absorption can now identify compatible sources with far greater precision, draw from internal and external sources with increased force, and integrate more complex spiritual, relic, emotional, and essence-based effects.

Control Improved:
Absorbed effects may be examined, suppressed, blended, or isolated with greater clarity. Hostile absorbed essence can be restrained more effectively, though intense emotional states may still destabilise control.

New Passive Function Developed: Essence Hunger I

Effect: Allows the user to sense concentrated spiritual essence, soul residue, demonic essence, sanctified essence, relic cores, and powerful internal energies as distinct forms of hunger or pressure.


Max read the level again.

Sixty-one.

Thirty-three levels from the demon alone, if the System’s accounting meant what he thought it meant. More from the relics before that. Too much growth. Too fast.

Mourne would hate this.

Mourne would—

His chest tightened.

Mourne.

Frostmaw.

The leviathan.

He forced himself to continue.


Major Condition Removed

Possessed V has been removed.

Demonic soul fully absorbed.

Binding VI has altered.

Chain of Refusal III has altered.


The window shifted.


Altered Effect: Binding VI → Internal Binding III

Effect: Residual binding structures remain within the user’s soul. No active possessing entity is currently bound. Internal Binding III may assist in containing unstable absorbed essence, hostile emotional surges, or incompatible power reactions.


Altered Effect: Chain of Refusal III → Chain of Self III

Effect: Strengthens the user’s sense of self against internal destabilisation, absorbed hostile essence, spiritual pressure, and identity erosion.


Max exhaled.

No active possessing entity.

He read those words three times.

No active possessing entity.

The relief almost broke him.

Then the next windows came one after another, fast enough that Max barely had time to breathe.


New Trait Gained: Demonic Strength III

Effect: Greatly improves physical strength, explosive force, grip power, and muscular output.


New Trait Gained: Demonic Toughness II

Effect: Improves resistance to blunt trauma, cutting damage, crushing pressure, and bodily shock.


New Trait Gained: Demonic Recovery II

Effect: Improves natural healing speed and the body’s ability to close wounds, recover from blood loss, and survive severe physical stress.


New Trait Gained: Fiend Sight II

Effect: Allows perception of heat traces, spiritual residue, demonic taint, fear pressure, and certain forms of corruption.


New Trait Altered: Gold Sight II

Effect: Allows perception of sanctified residue, ward-light, soul pressure, oaths, blessings, and certain holy or divine influence.


Max barely managed to read them before the windows changed.

One by one, the new traits folded inward.

Demonic Strength III dissolved first, becoming a pulse of red-black force that sank into his muscles and bones.

His hands clenched without meaning to.

Sand crushed beneath his fingers.

Demonic Toughness II followed, spreading through skin, tendons, ribs, and spine like dark iron poured through living flesh.

Demonic Recovery II became heat beneath his scars, merging with blood and marrow.

Fiend Sight II burned behind his left eye.

Gold Sight II answered behind the right.

For one terrible moment, Max felt himself split between two visions: one red and predatory, the other gold and mercilessly bright.

The left side of the world showed heat, fear, old traces of death in the wet sand, the faint red smear of his own demonic essence clinging to his reflection.

The right side showed sunlight like blessing, thin natural life-brightness in the surf, the white-gold lines in his own skin shining like cracks in a temple window.

Then both visions collapsed into something new.

Not equal.

Not peaceful.

Merged.


Trait Absorbed: Demonic Strength III

Trait Absorbed: Demonic Toughness II

Trait Absorbed: Demonic Recovery II

Trait Absorbed: Fiend Sight II

Trait Absorbed: Gold Sight II


New Physiology Developed

Nephalem Physiology I

Origin: Sanctified X has merged with absorbed demonic essence, Demonic Strength III, Demonic Toughness II, Demonic Recovery II, and existing bodily enhancement effects.

Effect: The user’s body has adapted into a hybrid sanctified-demonic state. Flesh, blood, bone, skin, muscles, organs, and natural recovery are strengthened. The user gains improved physical power, durability, healing, resistance to mundane disease, and resistance to both demonic and sanctified damage. The body may display visible traits from both sanctified and demonic sources.


New Sight Developed

Nephalem Sight I

Origin: Fiend Sight II has merged with Gold Sight II.

Effect: Allows the user to perceive both demonic and sanctified energies, including demonic taint, spiritual residue, fear pressure, corruption, ward-light, soul pressure, oaths, blessings, and certain holy or divine influences. Perception may manifest differently through each eye until fully stabilised.


Max touched his face.

One fiend eye.

One gold eye.

Both now part of the same thing.

Nephalem.

He did not know the word.

But the System did.

That worried him.

The next window opened.


New Flame Developed

Nephalem Flame I

Origin: Relic Flame I has merged with demonic fire essence, Sanctified X, and Condemnation Flame II.

Effect: Produces a hybrid flame containing both sanctified and demonic properties. Nephalem Flame damages demons, undead, profane entities, and many spiritual beings, while also burning flesh, spirit, and hostile essence. Flame may manifest as white-gold fire threaded with black-red heat.


His mouth went dry despite already being painfully thirsty.

White-gold fire threaded with black-red heat.

He remembered the water boiling.

The demon screaming.

The next window came in a heavier frame.

Older.

Gold-black.


New System Function Unlocked: Feats

Feats are significant achievements recognised by the System. Feats may grant permanent effects, titles, resistances, or alterations based on extraordinary actions.


Feat Earned: Demon Devourer

Requirement Met: First recorded individual on this world to permanently destroy a demon by absorbing and consuming its soul.

Effect: The user’s attacks now inflict lasting harm on demonic entities. Damage dealt by the user to demons is harder to restore through ordinary demonic regeneration, reformation, possession transfer, or retreat to origin plane.


Max stared at the words.

First recorded individual on this world.

Permanently destroy a demon.

He had not banished it.

He had not sealed it.

He had killed it.

No.

Consumed it.

The distinction mattered.

Mourne would say it mattered.

Draven would look at him with those all-knowing eyes and see a weapon.

The Church would call him a miracle or a blasphemy, depending on who spoke first.

The Eighteen—

Max closed that thought down.

Not now.

The full status unfolded beneath the new entries.

He forced himself to read.


Full Status

Name: Max
Age: 17
Innate Skill: Absorption — Level 61


System Function

Feats Unlocked

Current Feat: Demon Devourer


Absorption Functions

Absorb Relic IV
Allows the user to absorb compatible relics, enchanted objects, and certain item-bound effects. Absorbed effects may integrate, strengthen existing effects, or form new abilities.

Absorb Emotion III
Allows the user to absorb portions of his own emotional states, reducing fear, pain, panic, or hesitation. Greater use increases clarity but risks emotional imbalance if overused.

Hunger Sense I
Allows the user to perceive strong hunger, desire, greed, fear, grief, vengeance, loyalty, old bonds, and emotionally charged intent as pressure in the surrounding air.

Essence Hunger I
Allows the user to sense concentrated spiritual essence, soul residue, demonic essence, sanctified essence, relic cores, and powerful internal energies as distinct forms of hunger or pressure.


Feats

Demon Devourer
The user’s attacks inflict lasting harm on demonic entities. Damage dealt by the user to demons is harder to restore through ordinary demonic regeneration, reformation, possession transfer, or retreat to origin plane.


Internal Conditions

Internal Binding III
Residual binding structures assist in containing unstable absorbed essence, hostile emotional surges, or incompatible power reactions.

Chain of Self III
Strengthens the user’s sense of self against internal destabilisation, absorbed hostile essence, spiritual pressure, and identity erosion.


Physiology

Nephalem Physiology I
Hybrid sanctified-demonic body state. Strengthens flesh, blood, bone, skin, muscles, organs, natural recovery, and resistance. The body displays visible traits from both sanctified and demonic sources.

Hardy Constitution IV
Improves resistance to mundane illness, fatigue, damp, cold, poor weather, and bodily weakness after exertion.


Sight and Perception

Nephalem Sight I
Allows perception of both demonic and sanctified energies, including demonic taint, spiritual residue, fear pressure, corruption, ward-light, soul pressure, oaths, blessings, and certain holy or divine influences.

Clear Vision III
Improves vision through helmets, rain, darkness, glare, narrow sightlines, and visual obstruction.

Tide Sense III
Grants awareness of nearby strong water movement, undertow, tide shifts, and dangerous current changes near large bodies of water.


Flame and Sanctified Effects

Sanctified X
The user’s flesh and blood carry sanctified force capable of harming demons, undead, and certain unclean entities.

Nephalem Flame I
Produces hybrid sanctified-demonic flame capable of burning flesh, spirit, hostile essence, demons, undead, profane entities, and many spiritual beings.

Condemnation Flame II
Holy flame intensifies against targets carrying demonic, undead, or profane corruption.

Demon Ward IV
Provides resistance against demonic contact, intrusion, and corruption.


Weapon and Combat Effects

Sharpness VII
All wielded weapons gain greatly increased cutting potential.

Durability VIII
The user’s worn equipment gains greatly increased durability and resistance to damage.

Freezing Cut II
Cuts may slow affected opponents.

Wounding Bite III
Wounds inflicted with axes, claws, bites, or short brutal cuts resist immediate closing and regeneration.

Retaliation III
When injured by an enemy, the user’s next successful strike against that enemy gains increased force and penetration.

Grievance Edge II
Attacks made against a target the user sincerely believes has wronged him or another helpless party gain minor cutting power and resistance against mundane defence. The effect responds to conviction and emotional certainty.

Shield-Biter II
Axe strikes against shields, hafts, and weapon guards gain improved biting power.

Deep-Piercer II
Thrusting attacks gain increased penetration against thick hide, scale, blubber, and dense aquatic flesh.

Iron Grip V
Greatly improves the user’s ability to hold weapons, resist disarmament, and maintain grip under strain.

Axe Familiarity IV
Improves handling, timing, and instinctive use of axes and similar chopping weapons.

Close-Quarters Weapon Handling II
Improves switching, drawing, and use of smaller weapons in confined spaces.

Quick Draw I
Slightly improves speed and smoothness when drawing small weapons.


Movement and Stealth Effects

Camouflage V
The user’s armour, clothing, and silhouette blend more effectively with nearby colours, shadows, weather, and broken sightlines.

Veil III
Makes the user slightly easier to overlook when not acting aggressively or directly observed.

Soft Step III
Reduces sound from footsteps and movement.

Surefoot IV
Greatly improves balance on unstable, wet, uneven, or shifting ground.

Fleet of Foot I
Slightly improves foot speed and recovery during movement.

Steady Stance III
Improves rooting, bracing, and resistance against being knocked down.

Load-Bearing II
Reduces fatigue and imbalance from carried weight, armour, weapons, and supplies.


Survival Effects

Deep Breath IV
Greatly improves breath control and duration. Reduces panic response while underwater or deprived of air.

Weathered Comfort I
Reduces distraction from cold rain, damp clothing, sea spray, and wind chill.


Social and Emotional Resonance Effects

Hearth Bond I
Slightly strengthens the user’s ability to recognise sincere bonds of trust, loyalty, or long companionship through emotional resonance.

Paired Warmth II
Minor resistance to cold and loneliness when in the presence of trusted allies or companions.


Max closed the status.

The beach returned.

The waves.

The sand.

The forest.

The sun.

He sat there for a long time, staring at nothing.

No demon.

That was the first thought.

No voice behind the chain.

No amused pressure waiting for him to fail.

No Possessed V.

Relief should have been clean.

It was not.

Because something else had replaced it.

Not a person.

Not a voice.

Not even an enemy.

Power.

So much power.

His body was changed. His Skill had leapt beyond anything he understood. He had killed something that should have returned to its own plane. He had become something with one fiend eye and one golden eye, red skin and white fire-veins, black nails and a new word in his body.

Nephalem.

Max pressed his hands over his face.

The black nails scraped lightly against his skin.

He laughed once.

Then stopped because it sounded too close to breaking.

Mourne would know what to say.

No.

Mourne would ask for a report.

Then tell him six things he had missed and one thing that might kill him before nightfall.

The thought hurt.

He looked out at the sea.

No ships.

No wreckage visible.

No bodies.

No Mourne.

Was Frostmaw gone?

Had the leviathan destroyed it?

Had Mourne survived?

Hrodgar?

Darric, Lina, Marae, Bren, Olan, Nessa, Tavik?

Grief?

A dozen names and faces rose inside him, too many, too fast.

Paired Warmth II ached with nothing to answer it.

Max shut his eyes.

Not useful.

The words came in Mourne’s voice.

Painful. Sharp. Needed.

Not useful.

He breathed in.

Out.

Again.

The air smelled of salt, wet sand, sun-warmed driftwood, and forest green. Not smoke. Not rot. Not people. Hunger Sense found no human points nearby. Essence Hunger found no relic pressure close enough to matter. Tide Sense felt the waves and currents.

Nephalem Sight made the world strange when he opened his eyes again.

The forest was not simply green. It breathed in layers. Heat flickered in small animals hidden beneath leaves. Faint spirit-residue clung to old stones half-buried near the treeline. Sunlight on the water carried a pale gold sheen, while the shaded roots of the forest held dark red-brown traces of life, hunger, rot, and growth.

Nothing here looked safe.

Nothing here looked empty either.

He was alone.

Thirst clawed at his throat.

Hunger twisted his stomach.

His body, changed or not, still needed food and water.

That grounded him more than the status had.

Survival first.

Water.

Food.

Shelter.

Signal if there were ships.

Avoid unknown predators.

Assess injuries.

Inventory equipment.

He looked down.

Inventory was short.

Torn clothes.

One damaged boot.

No armour.

No weapons.

No pack.

No rations.

No waterskin.

No flint.

No Alfie’s wooden wolf.

The last loss hit harder than expected.

He closed his eyes.

Not now.

He could mourn objects when he was not dying of thirst.

Max pushed himself to his feet.

This time he stayed upright.

His body was stronger. Much stronger. He felt it in the ease of standing despite exhaustion, in the way muscles answered, in the stability of bones that should have been broken. But strength did not fill an empty stomach or make seawater drinkable.

He turned toward the forest.

Dense. Unknown. Possibly dangerous.

Also shade, water sources, fruit, animals, and materials.

Mourne had trained him for this.

Not this exactly.

Not waking half-demonic and half-holy on a strange beach after devouring a demon’s soul and being spat out by the sea.

But forest movement.

Tracks.

Water signs.

Edible plants if recognised.

Avoiding traps.

Reading animal paths.

Following birds downhill.

Checking moss, insects, damp ground, and the sound of running water.

He had hated some of those lessons when they came after long days in armour.

He was grateful now.

“Thank you,” he rasped.

The words were meant for Mourne.

The forest did not answer.

Max took one step toward the treeline.

Then another.

His legs shook, but held.

Behind him, the sea lapped gently at the shore as if it had not tried to swallow him whole.

Ahead, the forest waited.

Max looked once more across the empty horizon.

“Be alive,” he whispered.

He did not know whether he meant Mourne, the prisoners, the ship, or himself.

All of them, maybe.

Then he turned inland.

Survival first.

Find water.

Find food.

Stay alive long enough to understand what he had become.

            

    
        The Jungle

    
    
    
    
                Max went inland.

Not far at first.

The beach tried to keep him.

Not deliberately. Not like a living thing. But the open sky, the sound of waves, the long flat line of sight in both directions — all of it felt safer than the green wall waiting beyond the sand.

The forest did not invite.

It watched.

Tall trees crowded together beyond the beach, their trunks dark with moisture and wrapped in vines as thick as rope. Broad leaves overlapped above one another until sunlight entered in broken pieces. Ferns grew high enough to hide a crouching man. Roots rose out of the ground like knuckled fingers. The air beneath the canopy looked wet.

Max stood at the edge of it and listened.

Birds called.

Insects clicked.

Leaves shifted.

Something deeper inside the forest gave a low, barking cough.

He swallowed.

His throat hurt.

Water first.

Food second.

Shelter third.

Weapon as soon as possible.

He had no halberd. No dagger. No axe. No armour. No flint. No pack. No rations. No waterskin. No Mourne.

But he had her lessons.

That would have to be enough.

Max stepped under the trees.

The jungle swallowed sound differently from pine forests and northern woods. Veyrath’s forests had creaked, whispered, and groaned in cold wind. This place dripped. It hummed. It breathed around him, every leaf wet, every branch alive with unseen movement. The ground was soft underfoot, layered with old leaves, mud, and roots hidden beneath green.

Nephalem Sight made it worse.

And better.

Heat traces moved in the undergrowth: small animals, lizards, birds, insects larger than he liked. Faint trails of life and hunger clung to paths between roots. The forest was full of appetites, most small, some distant and patient.

Hunger Sense gave him direction where his eyes failed.

Little points of need.

Food hunger.

Fear hunger.

Mate hunger.

Hunting hunger.

His own hunger throbbed beneath all of it, painfully ordinary. His stomach cramped. His mouth felt like dry cloth. His head pulsed from thirst.

He moved downhill when he could.

Mourne’s voice again.

Water obeys the world better than people do. Follow slope. Watch insects. Listen where birds gather. Do not trust still water if moving water can be found.

The land rose and fell unpredictably beneath the trees. Max followed the shallow dips, stepping over roots, ducking vines, pushing through fern walls that left cold water streaked across his arms. Twice he stopped because Hunger Sense marked something larger nearby. Both times he waited, still as he could, until the pressure moved away.

He did not know if it was caution or cowardice.

He did not care.

Survival first.

After what felt like hours but might have been less, he heard it.

Water.

Not sea.

A thin, bright sound under the insect drone.

Max almost ran.

Stopped himself.

Running blind toward water was how thirsty animals became food for things waiting beside water.

He crouched instead, breathing through his nose, and moved slower.

The stream lay in a shallow cut between mossy stones. Clear water ran over dark pebbles, no wider than his outstretched arms, but moving fast enough to sing.

Max stared at it.

For a moment, all thought vanished.

He dropped to his knees and reached for it.

Then stopped.

Mourne’s lessons again.

Check.

He looked around.

Tracks in the mud.

Many.

Small split prints. Bird claws. Something round-padded with three toes. Scrapes from a belly dragging low. A deeper print like a heavy clawed foot nearly as long as his forearm.

He froze at that one.

Recent?

The edges had softened, but not much. Rain? Splash? Hard to know.

He looked upstream. Downstream. Across.

Hunger Sense found only small pressures nearby. Nephalem Sight saw heat flickers in the brush but nothing large.

He drank.

Carefully at first.

Then greedily.

The water was cold and tasted of stone, leaves, and life. It was the best thing he had ever swallowed. Better than mead. Better than soup. Better than every sweet in every remembered orphanage.

He drank until his stomach hurt.

Then stopped before he made himself sick.

He washed salt from his face and arms. The water turned faintly pink where old blood and strange red-tinted skin met the stream. He stared again at the white streaks across his hands, the black nails, the stronger shape of his fingers.

Nephalem Physiology I.

The System’s words did not make it easier to look at.

He filled his hands again and drank more slowly.

Food next.

But before food, he needed tools.

Max followed the stream until he found a place where the bank rose slightly, with a fallen tree on one side and a cluster of roots forming a rough wall behind it. Not shelter, but a place where nothing large could approach from every direction at once.

He marked it in his mind.

Temporary camp.

Then he searched.

Branches first.

Most were too wet or rotten. Some broke in his hands. His strength surprised him each time. He meant to snap a branch. It shattered. He meant to strip bark. His black nails gouged too deep into the wood.

He had to relearn pressure.

That became the first lesson of the jungle.

Strength was not control.

Eventually he found harder fallen limbs beneath a broad-leafed tree where the upper canopy had kept them drier. He broke them into lengths, then sharpened them against stone. The black nails helped more than he liked. So did Sharpness VII, somehow carrying intent even through crude wood as he scraped points with a shard of rock.

The result was ugly.

It would still go into flesh.

He made six stakes.

Then snares.

That was harder.

He had watched Mourne twist roots, cords, wire, gut, and vine into traps during their lessons. He had done it under her stare, fingers clumsy, patience thin, while she explained that traps were for hunters wise enough not to be present when teeth arrived.

Now he wished he had listened harder.

He found long flexible roots near the stream, pale under bark and tougher than they looked. Vines worked too, though some snapped and one leaked milky sap that burned his fingers until Nephalem Physiology shrugged the sting away.

He stripped fibres.

Twisted.

Braided.

Wove loops.

Tested tension.

Failed.

Tried again.

By midday, he had three crude snares and one slightly better one.

He found a game trail not far from the stream.

Not a path a human would use. Too low. Too tangled. But animals had passed there often enough to flatten leaves and polish mud between roots. The tracks were varied: small hooves, lizard claws, something with five long toes.

Max crouched beside the trail and studied it.

“What uses this?” he murmured.

Mourne would have asked him to answer.

He tried.

“Small animals. Medium. Something low-bodied. Something heavier but not recent.”

He set the snares where the trail narrowed between roots.

Then sharpened sticks and drove them behind bends, angled low and hidden beneath leaves. Not enough to kill something large. Enough to wound, slow, startle, or direct.

He built a deadfall that collapsed immediately.

Built it again.

It stayed.

Mostly.

By afternoon, sweat slicked his skin. Hunger gnawed worse now that thirst had lessened. His stomach cramped hard enough to make him bend over.

He checked the snares.

Empty.

Of course.

He found edible-looking berries and did not eat them because edible-looking was how stupid people died bright-mouthed and alone.

He dug for roots near the stream, found two that smelled sharp and bitter, discarded them, and one pale tuber that Nephalem Sight showed no obvious taint or strange residue around. That was not the same as safe. He rubbed a little on his skin. Waited. Nothing. Touched a little to his lip. Waited. Bitter. Not burning. He ate a sliver.

Then waited.

Nothing immediate.

He ate more.

It tasted like wet chalk and old turnip.

Food.

Barely.

The first snare caught something near dusk.

A small six-legged creature with brown fur, a rat’s head, and too many eyes. It thrashed wildly, squealing through needle teeth as Max approached.

He killed it with a sharpened stick.

Then stared down at it.

He had no fire.

No knife.

No pot.

No salt.

He had claws.

Max skinned badly with a sharp stone and black nails, gagging twice. He ate a little raw meat and hated every part of it. Hardy Constitution IV, Nephalem Physiology I, and the fact that he had eaten worse in desperation kept it down.

He spent the night in the root-hollow near the stream, curled beneath broad leaves, listening to the jungle scream, chirp, cough, rustle, hunt, flee, and live.

He did not sleep much.

By morning, he understood two things.

He was alive.

And this forest did not care.

On the third day, the giant lizard came.

Max felt it before he saw it.

That was what saved him.

He had been resetting a snare near the game trail, fingers working root-fibre into a stronger loop, when Hunger Sense changed.

Small hungers moved everywhere in the jungle. Constant. Flickering. But this was larger. Close. Directed.

Hunting hunger.

Low.

Patient.

Coming from his left.

Max did not look immediately.

That was another Mourne lesson.

Prey announces fear by staring at death too soon.

Instead, he shifted as if adjusting the snare and let Nephalem Sight catch the heat through leaves.

Large.

Long-bodied.

Low to the ground.

A shape bigger than a horse moved between ferns, green-black scales broken by stripes of brown. Its belly nearly brushed the ground. Its shoulders rolled with reptilian power. Four thick legs ended in curved claws. A long tail dragged silently behind it. Its head was wedge-shaped and heavy, jaws wide enough to take Max’s thigh in one bite.

Yellow eyes watched him through leaves.

It thought he had not noticed.

Max’s heart slowed.

He had no armour.

No halberd.

No real weapon.

Only sharpened stakes, snares, roots, and a body he did not fully understand.

The lizard rushed him.

The jungle exploded.

It came faster than something that large should have, bursting through ferns with jaws open. Max threw himself sideways. Surefoot IV saved him on slick leaves. The lizard’s jaws snapped shut where his torso had been, cracking a branch in half.

Max grabbed a sharpened stake.

The lizard turned with brutal speed and clawed him across the chest.

Pain flashed.

He staggered back.

Then stared.

The claws had cut him.

But not deeply.

Four red lines crossed his chest, bleeding through torn cloth, but the wounds were shallow compared to what he expected. Demonic Toughness had folded into Nephalem Physiology. His skin, muscle, bone — all stronger now. Not invulnerable. Not close.

But tougher than human.

The lizard lunged again.

Max drove the stake into its shoulder.

Sharpness VII and Deep-Piercer II helped even with crude wood. The point sank deep.

The lizard roared.

Its head whipped sideways and slammed into him.

Max hit a tree hard enough to crack bark.

Pain burst through his back.

Retaliation III surged.

His next strike would hit harder.

The lizard came again, jaws open.

Max put his left arm up because there was no time for anything better.

The jaws closed around it.

Teeth punched into flesh.

Not as deep as they should have.

Max screamed anyway.

The pressure was immense. Bone creaked. Blood ran. But the fangs did not shear through. Nephalem Physiology held. Iron Grip did nothing without a weapon, but Demonic Strength’s legacy lived in his muscles, and those muscles answered.

Max slammed his free fist into the lizard’s eye.

Once.

Twice.

The creature thrashed, trying to drag him down. Its claws tore at his side. More pain. More blood. Less damage than there should have been.

Max stopped trying to pull his arm free.

Instead, he stepped in.

Wrong direction.

The lizard did not expect prey to enter its mouth.

He drove his knee into the side of its jaw and grabbed the upper ridge of its skull with his free hand. Black nails dug between scales. He hooked one leg over the creature’s neck, using his weight to drag it lower.

It bucked.

Max went with it.

They crashed through ferns, rolled into mud, slammed against roots. The lizard’s teeth tore wider wounds in his arm but failed to sever it. Max wrapped both legs around its neck now, one arm still trapped, the other gripping the skull ridge.

His new strength rose.

Not demonic takeover.

Not possession.

His.

He pulled.

The lizard thrashed harder.

Max planted one foot against a root, twisted his torso, and wrenched the creature’s head backward.

Muscle fought him.

Bone resisted.

The lizard’s tail whipped against a tree hard enough to shake leaves loose.

Max roared.

White-red lines flared faintly under his skin.

He pulled harder.

Something cracked.

The lizard spasmed.

He did not stop.

Another wrench.

A wet snap travelled through the animal’s whole body.

The jaws loosened.

The lizard collapsed in the mud, huge body twitching.

Max rolled away, dragging his bleeding arm free.

For several breaths, he lay on his back, staring up through the jungle canopy.

Sunlight filtered through leaves in broken green-gold patches.

His chest heaved.

His bitten arm pulsed.

Blood ran down his fingers.

The giant lizard lay dead beside him, neck twisted at an impossible angle.

Max slowly sat up.

Then looked at his hands.

He had snapped its neck.

A creature the size of a horse.

With his body.

No weapon worth naming. No armour. No demon whisper. No halberd. No Mourne standing nearby to call him foolish if he died.

Just him.

A laugh escaped him.

Short.

Disbelieving.

Then another.

It turned into something close to a sob and stopped there.

He was stronger.

Not a little.

Much stronger.

The realisation should have felt good.

It did, partly.

That scared him.

He cleaned the bite in the stream, hissing through his teeth as water ran red around his arm. The wounds were ugly but already tightening at the edges. Demonic Recovery folded into Nephalem Physiology worked beneath the skin with unsettling speed.

By nightfall, he had meat.

Too much meat.

No fire still, but he solved that on the fifth day after finding dry inner bark and striking stone long enough to produce sparks with a piece of hard black rock. The first fire felt like civilisation. The first cooked lizard meat tasted like victory and smoke.

Max survived.

Day after day.

Then week after week.

The jungle did not become kind.

He became harder to kill.

He followed game trails and learned which ones belonged to prey and which belonged to things that let prey make paths for them. He found streams, then a wider river, then lost it after a flood forced him uphill. He built shelters from branches and leaves. He learned to sleep above ground when insects swarmed too thick. He learned that bright blue frogs were not to be touched after one made his fingertips numb for an hour. He learned that vines with red thorns bled sap that attracted biting beetles. He learned that some trees moved their roots at night.

The first giant centipede nearly killed him.

It came from under rotting wood during rain, long as three men, plated in glossy black and red, hundreds of legs rippling through mud. Hunger Sense felt it only moments before it struck because its hunger was low and simple, almost insect-empty.

Its mandibles closed around his thigh.

Venom burned.

Max killed it by driving sharpened stakes between armour plates while it coiled around him. It took an hour to stop shaking afterward. Hardy Constitution IV and Nephalem Physiology fought the venom. He still hallucinated Mourne sitting on a branch above him, telling him his screaming lacked discipline.

“Then teach the centipede manners,” he muttered at the hallucination.

It did not answer.

The apes came in a troop.

Not normal apes.

Grey-furred, long-armed, with bone plates over their foreheads and hands like hammers. They moved through trees and ground both, using rocks, branches, and coordinated calls. The first encounter ended with Max running because there were twelve of them and he had finally learned that not every fight needed to happen.

The second encounter came when they found his camp.

That fight lasted until sunset.

Max killed three, wounded two, and got a cracked rib despite Nephalem toughness. The others retreated, shrieking from the trees. After that, he moved camps more often and stopped cooking in the same place twice.

The lizards were common near the river.

Some small enough to trap.

Some large enough to avoid.

Some bright-feathered and fast, hunting in pairs. Those were worse than the horse-sized one because they learned. One distracted. One attacked from behind. Max killed one with a snare trap lined with sharpened stakes. The other followed him for two days before he ambushed it from a tree and broke its spine with a stone axe he had made himself.

The carnivorous plant looked like shade.

That was the first lesson.

It grew in a clearing, broad leaves spread low, flowers white and gold, fruit hanging red and heavy. Birds moved nearby. Insects hummed lazily. The whole place smelled sweet enough to make his stomach tighten.

Too sweet.

Hunger Sense showed nothing.

That was the second lesson.

Some things did not hunger like animals.

Nephalem Sight caught faint spirit-like pulses in the roots.

Max backed away.

A vine moved.

He barely dodged.

The clearing came alive.

Vines snapped from leaves, thorns unfolding. The central flower opened into a wet red mouth lined with fibrous teeth. The ground beneath his feet softened, trying to pull him down into root-tangles.

Max burned it.

Nephalem Flame came for the first time in full.

He had used sparks before. Small flares. Controlled lines along a sharpened stick. Enough to test. Enough to fear.

This time, panic and anger pulled fire from his hands in white-gold and black-red streams.

The plant screamed.

Not with a throat.

With sap, steam, and root-pressure vibrating through the ground.

The flame burned green leaves, red mouth, white flowers, and something deeper. Hostile essence. Hunger-root. The thing that made the plant more than a plant. Max felt Demon Devourer do nothing because it was not a demon, but Nephalem Flame still burned spirit as well as flesh.

Afterward, the clearing was ash and cooked fruit.

The fruit tasted sweet.

Max ate too much and was sick anyway.

Days blurred.

Then weeks.

Then months.

He tried to keep count by cutting marks into a tree near each temporary camp, then realised he moved too often for the marks to matter. He tracked moons when he could see them, but the canopy and storms stole too many nights. His hair grew longer. His clothes became rags. He made cord from fibre, sandals from layered bark after his boots finally died, a spear from fire-hardened wood, then a better spear tipped with centipede mandible, then a crude axe from stone and lizard sinew.

He talked to Mourne sometimes.

Not because he thought she answered.

Because silence was worse.

“Assessment,” he would say aloud, crouched over tracks.

Then he would answer himself.

“Large. Six legs. Dragging tail. Probably not worth fighting.”

Or:

“Water nearby. Birds gathering. Check downstream for predators.”

Or:

“I know, I know. Do not eat unknown mushrooms because dying stupidly is still dying.”

Sometimes he talked to Alfie.

Less often.

That hurt more.

“I found fruit today,” he said once, sitting beside a small fire under a rock overhang while rain hammered leaves outside. “You would have eaten too much and complained. It was sour. You would have said it wasn’t.”

The fire cracked.

No answer.

He slept badly.

Dreams came sometimes.

Sweets.

Black water.

Mourne’s skulls clicking.

The demon screaming as Absorption ate it.

Sten’s head.

Kaelvar’s eyes.

Alfie asking if he would stay.

Max always woke hungry.

Eventually, the jungle became less impossible.

Not safe.

Never safe.

But readable.

Trails spoke. Broken leaves mattered. Bird silence warned. Insect swarms meant rot, flowers, corpses, or worse. Water had moods. Trees had patterns. The air changed before rain. Hunger Sense mapped nearby predators before sight did. Nephalem Sight found old lairs, spirit-sick trees, and once a patch of ground so soaked in old death that Max circled half a mile rather than cross it.

He grew into his changed body.

That was the strangest part.

At first, every movement had felt too strong. He broke branches by accident. Crushed fruit. Cut himself with his own nails. Jumped too far. Landed too heavily. Misjudged reach.

Slowly, control returned.

Then improved.

He could climb faster than before. Run longer. Lift fallen logs he once would have needed tools to move. Wrestle animals that should have torn a human apart. Heal from wounds that would have crippled him months earlier.

He did not become invincible.

The jungle proved that often.

Scars layered over old scars.

White streaks spread faintly across his red-tinted skin.

His nails remained black.

His eyes remained mismatched.

He stopped flinching every time he saw his reflection in water.

Mostly.

One morning, after a night spent in the branches while something large and unseen sniffed around the base of his tree, Max woke to sunlight and realised he did not know the date.

Not roughly.

Not confidently.

He knew only that he had been in the jungle for a long time.

Long enough for his hair to reach his shoulders.

Long enough for his clothes to become stitched-together hide, bark fibre, and whatever scraps had survived the sea.

Long enough for his loneliness to stop screaming and become part of the background.

He opened his status.

The System window unfolded.


Status

Name: Max
Age: 18
Innate Skill: Absorption — Level 63


Max stared at the number beside his age.

Eighteen.

For a long time, he did not read further.

Eighteen.

He had missed his birthday.

No bell.

No temple.

No orphanage.

No Blackhold.

No Mourne making some dry comment about surviving another year through poor planning and stubbornness.

No Perrin.

No Alfie.

Just jungle.

Birdsong.

Sweat.

Scars.

The ache in his chest surprised him.

Not because it hurt.

Because it was quiet.

He had turned seventeen somewhere in blood and training, between Blackhold and Mourne, between being chosen and becoming a knight. He had turned eighteen here, alone beneath leaves, wearing monster hide and carrying a spear made from bone.

Max looked down from the branch where he sat.

Below, the forest steamed in morning light. Somewhere distant, an ape called. Water murmured beyond the trees. His small firepit from the night before smoked faintly beneath its cover of damp leaves.

He closed the status without reading the rest.

Not yet.

“Happy birthday,” he said.

His voice sounded rough from disuse.

A bird screamed in the distance.

Max laughed softly.

“Thank you.”

The laugh faded.

He sat there a while longer, looking out through the canopy.

He did not know where he was.

He did not know if Mourne lived.

He did not know how far Thalrune lay, or Veyrath, or Blackhold, or anything that could be called civilisation.

But he was alive.

Older.

Changed.

Stronger.

Still himself.

He touched the centre of his chest where the demon had once been.

Nothing answered.

Then he climbed down from the tree.

Water first.

Food second.

Direction third.

Survival was not enough forever.

Soon, he would need to find people.

A coast.

A road.

A sign.

Something.

But not recklessly.

Mourne had taught him better than that.

Max picked up his spear, checked the edge of the centipede mandible tied to its tip, and moved into the trees.

The jungle watched him go.

This time, he watched back.

            

    
        Metal on Scale

    
    
    
    
                Max followed the coastline without walking on the beach.

That had become a rule.

The beach offered open sightlines, easy walking, and access to the sea.

It also offered no cover.

The jungle, for all its teeth, at least gave him places to hide.

So he moved parallel to the coast, close enough that Tide Sense could still feel the push and pull of waves beyond the trees, far enough inland that anything watching from the water would not see him easily. He kept the sun to his left in the morning and listened for gulls when the canopy thickened too much to see the sky. At night, when he could, he climbed.

The jungle had changed him.

Or perhaps he had changed enough to survive the jungle.

His spear rested across one shoulder, its centipede-mandible tip polished by use and sharpened against stone until it could punch through lizard hide. A stone axe hung from a vine loop at his hip. His clothes were no longer clothes so much as an argument against nakedness: strips of cured lizard hide, bark-fibre cord, stitched scraps of his original torn shirt, and a mantle of dark leaves woven together to break his outline.

Half-wild.

Half-armoured in things he had killed.

He tried not to think too much about what Mourne would say.

Something unkind, probably.

Useful, definitely.

The forest opened and closed around him in familiar rhythms now. Vines. Ferns. Heat. Rot. Birdcalls. The distant cough of apes. The slick hiss of lizards moving through leaves. The wet, patient silence that came before predators showed themselves.

Max moved through it more quietly than he once could have imagined.

Soft Step III helped.

Veil III helped.

Camouflage V helped more than it should have, even without proper armour, blending his ragged leaf mantle and red-white skin into jungle shadow and broken light.

But practice helped most.

Months of practice.

He had learned where to place his feet. Which roots held weight. Which leaves snapped and which bent. How to pause when the birds paused. How to let insects resume before moving again.

He still made mistakes.

The jungle corrected them.

Usually with teeth.

That morning had begun like many others.

Follow the coast.

Check traps.

Avoid the bright orange flowers that spat paralysing dust when touched.

Drink from a narrow stream after checking for tracks.

Eat smoked strips of feathered lizard from the pouch at his hip.

Keep moving.

Then he heard it.

A sound he had not heard in a long time.

Metal on scale.

The ring carried through the jungle like a struck bell.

Sharp.

Clean.

Wrong enough against the constant living noise that Max froze mid-step.

A second sound followed.

A shout.

Human.

Then a crash.

Then the heavy wet slap of a body hitting mud.

Max’s heart kicked hard against his ribs.

For a moment, he did not move.

Hope was dangerous.

Mourne had taught him that without ever saying it directly. Hope made people stupid. Hope made them run into traps because they had mistaken wanting for proof.

But the sound came again.

Metal.

A blade scraping off scale.

Then another human voice, deeper, cursing in a language Max did not recognise.

Human.

Or close enough.

Max turned inland.

The fight was deeper in the jungle, away from the coast, beyond a thick wall of ferns and a slope where the ground rose in wet steps of root and stone. He moved fast, but not recklessly. Hunger Sense opened, mapping the pressures ahead.

Many points.

Predatory hunger.

Pack hunger.

The familiar sharp-feathered hunger of hunting lizards.

And something else.

Four human-shaped hungers.

Focused.

Controlled.

Not like ordinary villagers. Not like frightened prey. These burned hotter, sharper, layered with purpose and confidence.

Hunters.

Max moved faster.

He climbed the slope using roots for handholds, leapt a narrow wash full of black mud, ducked under a curtain of vines, and came to a crouch behind a fallen tree half-swallowed by moss.

The fight lay below him in a natural hollow.

Four hunters stood back-to-back amid churned mud, broken ferns, and dead lizards.

The lizards were the feathered kind.

Fast.

Cruel.

Beautiful in a way Max had learned to distrust.

Each was roughly the size of a large dog, though longer, with narrow snouts, hooked claws, and tails used for balance during sudden turns. Bright feathers ran along their spines and forelimbs, red, blue, green, and gold, shining even in jungle shade. Their scales were dark beneath the feathers, hard enough to turn crude spears if angled badly. Their mouths were lined with thin teeth meant for tearing strips rather than crushing.

A pack of them was bad.

This was not a pack.

It was a swarm.

At least twenty remained alive, circling the hunters in darting arcs, lunging in pairs, snapping at ankles, retreating before counterstrikes. Five already lay dead or dying, but the rest had not broken.

That told Max something.

Hungry.

Desperate.

Or driven.

The hunters were powerful.

Definitely more powerful than the average warrior back on Veyrath.

One was a tall woman with dark skin, close-cropped silver hair, and a bow made of pale wood. Fire burned along each arrow she drew, not consuming shaft or string, only gathering around the head in tight orange-white tongues. She loosed three shots in the time most people would loose one. Each flaming arrow struck a lizard cleanly, burning through feathers and punching into scale.

Another hunter, broad-shouldered and bare-armed, had skin that turned metallic when struck. Not armour. Skin. Dark iron sheen rolled across his body whenever claws hit him, spreading from impact point like ripples through steel. He used a heavy machete in one hand and a hooked knife in the other, letting lizards strike him so he could catch and cut.

The third moved like shadow.

Max saw him only because Nephalem Sight caught the outline of intent where eyes failed. A lean figure in grey-green cloth, there one moment and gone the next, fading into patches of darkness beneath leaves, reappearing behind lizards to open throats with twin curved blades. Even his hunger flickered strangely, present and absent, like a candle seen through fingers.

The fourth was older.

Maybe the leader.

A woman with copper-brown hair tied in a long braid and a spear tipped with blue metal. No obvious flashy Skill at first. Then one lizard leapt for her face, and the air around the spear compressed. She thrust once. The lizard stopped midair as if it had struck an invisible wall, then folded around the spear point with a crack of broken ribs.

Force.

Impact.

Maybe gravity.

Max watched for two heartbeats.

Assessment.

Four hunters. Strong. Pressed but not losing yet. Lizards numerous. Pack morale high. Backline open on north side. Wind toward Max. No trap signs. No obvious human enemy.

He could stay hidden.

Watch.

Let them finish.

Learn who they were before revealing himself.

Then one lizard broke through and slashed the fire-archer across the thigh. She hissed, stumbled, and another two lunged toward the opening.

Max moved.

He circled wide around the hollow, staying low, passing behind a curtain of ferns. Camouflage V helped him disappear into broken green. Hunger Sense showed the lizards focused forward, their instincts locked on the four hunters.

Predators hated being prey.

Max hit them from behind.

His spear took the first lizard through the ribs.

Sharpness VII carried through the crude mandible tip, driving deep between scale plates. Deep-Piercer II bit harder than it should have. The lizard died before it understood he existed.

Max ripped the spear free and kicked the body into the second.

The second screeched.

He stepped in, caught it by the throat with his free hand, and slammed it headfirst into a tree root. Bone cracked. His black nails punched into scale. Nephalem Physiology made the motion almost too easy.

A third turned.

Max threw the spear.

It crossed the hollow like a bolt and punched through the lizard’s open mouth, pinning it to the mud.

The hunters saw him then.

So did the pack.

Max drew his stone axe.

It was an ugly thing, made by his own hands, tied with sinew and root cord, heavier than elegant. Shield-Biter did not care. Axe Familiarity did not care. Wounding Bite did not care.

The fourth lizard leapt at his chest.

Max met it in the air.

His axe struck down into its skull.

The skull split.

The impact drove both of them into the mud. Max rolled, came up with blood on his arm, and caught the next lizard by the tail as it tried to dart past him toward the shadow hunter.

He swung it.

The body smashed into another lizard with a wet crunch.

Max stomped on the skull of the first and felt it cave beneath his heel.

Five.

The sixth one was larger.

Bright blue feathers along its spine. Old scars across the snout. Clever eyes.

Pack leader, perhaps.

It feinted left, then came low from the right, jaws aimed for his knee. Max had fought enough of its kind to know the rhythm. He did not chase the feint. He stepped into the real attack, let the jaws close around his lower leg, and brought the axe down into the base of its neck.

The teeth hurt.

They did not pierce deeply enough.

The axe did.

The lizard convulsed, feathers flaring.

Max wrenched the axe free, grabbed the blue feathers along its spine, and slammed the dying creature into the mud.

Six.

He looked up.

The rest of the pack had stopped.

Lizards were not stupid.

Not these ones.

They had expected prey in front of them. Instead, something had appeared behind them and killed six in moments, barely bleeding, smelling wrong, looking wrong, eyes gold and red, skin streaked white through red.

Max bared his teeth.

He did not mean to.

Or perhaps he did.

Nephalem Flame flickered once across his black nails, white-gold threaded with black-red heat.

The pack broke.

They scattered into the jungle with shrieks and rustling feathers, vanishing through ferns, over roots, into shadow. One flaming arrow chased the slowest and dropped it before it reached cover.

Then silence rushed in.

Not complete silence.

The jungle never allowed that.

But the battle-silence after violence, when everything living waited to see if more killing was coming.

Max stood in the churned mud, chest rising and falling, axe in one hand, empty spear-hand flexing.

The four hunters stared at him.

He stared back.

For the first time in months, he was looking at people who were not memories.

No one spoke immediately.

The fire-archer lowered her bow slightly but did not unstring the arrow she still held. Her eyes moved over him from head to foot and back again.

The metal-skinned man’s flesh faded slowly from iron to brown. He kept his machete ready.

The shadow hunter remained half-visible near a tree, one blade low, one reverse-gripped near his chest.

The older woman with the blue spear looked at the dead lizards around Max.

Then at Max’s face.

Then at his hands.

Then at his eyes.

She said something in a language Max did not recognise.

The words were clipped and sharp, with rising notes at the end.

Max stared at her.

“I don’t understand.”

Her eyes narrowed.

She tried another language.

This one flowed more smoothly, almost musical, with soft consonants and long vowels.

Max shook his head.

“I don’t know that one either.”

The fire-archer muttered something under her breath.

The older woman ignored her and tried a third language, deeper and rougher, full of hard sounds that reminded Max faintly of the Thalrune raiders but was not the same.

Again, nothing.

Max lifted one hand slowly and tapped his own chest.

“Max.”

The woman watched him carefully.

Then, after a moment, her expression shifted with recognition. She spoke again, this time in accented but understandable Veyrathic.

“Who are you?”

Max almost answered too quickly.

He stopped.

Names had weight.

But he was so tired of having no one to give his to.

“Max,” he said.

The metal-skinned man grunted. “That answers little.”

“It answers who.”

The fire-archer snorted, then winced as she shifted weight off her wounded thigh.

The older woman’s eyes narrowed.

“What are you doing here?”

Before Max could answer, the fire-archer snapped, “Ruining a hunt, apparently.”

Max blinked.

He looked at the dead lizards.

Then at the blood on her leg.

Then back at her.

“Ruining?”

“We had them managed.”

One of the dead lizards twitched in the mud.

Max looked at it.

Then at her again.

“Did you?”

Her eyes sharpened.

The metal-skinned man elbowed her hard in the side.

She hissed. “Ow.”

He leaned close and whispered something in a language Max did not understand.

Max heard only a few words, but Nephalem Sight and Hearth Bond caught the tone.

Caution.

Idiot.

Look at him.

The fire-archer’s gaze flicked to Max’s eyes.

The red one.

The gold one.

Her expression changed slightly.

Not fear exactly.

Reassessment.

Max lifted both hands slowly, axe angled down.

“I am not here to claim your loot.”

The four hunters watched him.

“You can keep the corpses,” he said. “All of them. Feathers, talons, blood, whatever you came for. I heard metal on scale. I came because I thought there were people.”

The shadow hunter became slightly more visible.

“That is why you came?”

Max looked at him.

His voice was soft. Male, probably. Hard to tell through the cloth covering the lower half of his face.

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

“Yes.”

The fire-archer muttered, “No one like that is alone.”

“I am.”

The older woman held up one hand.

Enough.

The others quieted.

“I am Selka,” she said. “Hunt-lead of this contract.”

She pointed the blue spear toward the fire-archer.

“That is Iri.”

Iri gave Max a flat look.

“The metal-skinned man is Borun.”

Borun nodded once.

“The shadow sulking near the tree is Vey.”

The shadow hunter said, “I am not sulking.”

“You are always sulking.”

“I am positioned.”

“You are sulking from position.”

Max stared at them.

The exchange was so normal, so sharp and familiar, that something inside his chest twisted.

People.

Real people.

Annoyed, injured, cautious people.

Selka looked back at him.

“We have named ourselves. You gave only Max.”

“That is my name.”

“Clan?”

“None.”

“House?”

“None.”

“Order?”

He hesitated.

Her eyes sharpened at once.

There was no point lying badly.

“Red Order.”

That meant something.

All four reacted.

Borun’s hand tightened on the machete.

Iri’s bow lifted a fraction.

Vey faded further into shadow.

Selka did not move, but the air around her spear seemed to compress.

“Red Order,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“You are far from Veyrath, Red Cloak.”

Max looked down at himself.

No red cloak.

No armour.

No crest.

Just rags, lizard hide, black nails, red-white skin, and mismatched eyes.

“I lost the cloak.”

Iri said, “That is not the strangest thing you lost.”

Borun elbowed her again.

She glared at him.

Max lowered his hands.

“I was shipwrecked.”

Selka waited.

He chose words carefully.

“My ship was attacked during a storm. A leviathan hit us. I was dragged overboard. I washed up on the coast.” He looked toward the direction of the sea, though the jungle blocked it. “I have been here for months. I don’t know how many. I lost track of time.”

That was true.

Not all of it.

But true.

Vey’s voice came from a patch of shadow slightly to Max’s left now.

“People do not survive this jungle for months alone.”

Max turned his head toward the voice.

Vey went still.

Max had tracked him by hunger.

Interesting.

“I nearly didn’t,” Max said.

Selka glanced at the six lizards Max had killed.

“Nearly,” she said.

Iri looked at his bare chest, the red tint, the white streaks, the black nails.

“And the eyes?”

Max met her gaze.

“Shipwreck was complicated.”

“That explains nothing.”

“Yes.”

A beat.

Then Borun laughed once.

Deep.

Surprised.

Iri looked offended by the laugh.

Selka’s mouth twitched, but she smothered it.

Max realised his hand was still shaking slightly.

Not from the fight.

From hope.

From hearing people speak.

From being close enough to ask the question he had been carrying for longer than he knew.

“Can you take me back to civilisation?”

The four hunters exchanged glances.

Not quick ones.

Measured.

Guarded.

Max felt their hungers and concerns shift. Coin. Safety. Curiosity. Fear. Calculation. Selka’s thoughts were not readable, but her caution had weight.

“We are not going back soon,” Selka said.

“How soon?”

“Several months.”

Max’s shoulders dropped.

Not in despair.

In relief.

Several months was not never.

Several months was a path.

“That’s fine.”

Iri stared at him. “Fine?”

“Yes.”

“You have been lost for months and several more is fine?”

“I know how to survive here now. I don’t know how to find a city.”

Borun grunted. “Fair.”

Max looked around at the lizard corpses.

“You’re hunting these creatures?”

“Yes,” Selka said.

“Why?”

Iri answered this time, still slightly irritated but less openly hostile.

“Feathers.”

Max looked at the bright plumes along the dead leader’s spine.

“They are that valuable?”

“For gear, yes. Cloaks. Light armour trim. Fletching for specialised arrows. They hold movement enchantments well.” She limped toward one corpse and crouched beside it. “The bright ones especially. Red for heat work. Blue for speed. Green for camouflage. Gold for stabilising enchantments.”

Borun lifted one huge talon from a severed foot.

“Talons make good daggers if cured properly. Light. Hold poison or bleed effects.”

Selka added, “Blood is an alchemy ingredient. Adrenal tinctures. Reflex draughts. Some healing reagents if filtered. Venom sacs from the larger ones fetch well too.”

Max looked at the corpses with new understanding.

Not just meat.

Resources.

Gear.

Relics, eventually, if shaped and enchanted.

Absorption stirred.

Of course it did.

He ignored it.

A small leather bag hung from Iri’s hip. She opened it and began stripping feathers from one of the lizards with quick, practised motions. Each handful disappeared into the bag.

Too many feathers.

Far too many.

The bag did not bulge.

Max stared.

Iri noticed and smirked.

“Never seen a deepbag?”

“No.”

Her brows rose. “Really?”

“Shipwreck,” Max said.

“Before that?”

“Not many bags like that where I’m from.”

Borun crouched beside another corpse and started removing talons with a curved knife.

“Vey, stop sulking and bleed them.”

“I am positioned.”

“You are lazy from position.”

The shadow hunter appeared beside a lizard, already cutting its throat into a glass vial.

Max watched the blood pour.

Bright red with an orange sheen.

The vial should have filled quickly.

It did.

Then Vey switched it for another, hands efficient and silent.

Selka did not join the harvesting yet. She continued watching Max.

“You want us to take you to civilisation when we return.”

“Yes.”

“And in exchange?”

“I’ll help you hunt.”

Iri barked a laugh.

“You will?”

Max looked at the dead lizards around him.

She followed his gaze.

Her mouth closed.

“I know jungle trails,” Max said. “Some. I can track. I can fight. I can help carry, guard, trap, scout. I don’t need coin. Just food, some spare cloth if you have it, and a way out when you leave.”

“Spare cloth?” Iri said.

Max looked down at his ruined hide-and-fibre clothing.

“Yes.”

Borun muttered, “He does need cloth.”

Iri gave him a look. “You think?”

Selka raised a hand again.

The group quieted.

“We discuss,” she said.

Max nodded.

He stepped back from the corpses and lowered himself onto a fallen log a short distance away. Not too close. Not so far that it looked like he might run.

He rested the stone axe across his knees.

The hunters gathered near one of the dead lizards.

They spoke in their own language.

Fast.

Low.

Max did not understand the words.

But Hunger Sense told him enough to know the discussion was not simple.

Iri burned with suspicion and irritation, but under it was curiosity.

Borun felt practical. Wary, but not hostile. His attention kept drifting to the lizard corpses Max had killed.

Vey was harder. His presence flickered, shadowed even to Hunger Sense, but Max tasted caution sharpened by professional interest.

Selka was the centre. Not the strongest hunger. The steadiest. She weighed him the way Mourne had weighed tracks, blood, and lies.

Max tried not to listen too obviously.

Instead, he looked at the jungle.

For months, it had been everything.

Enemy.

Shelter.

Teacher.

Prison.

Now, for the first time, it looked like distance between him and somewhere else.

Civilisation.

A road.

A port.

Maps.

News.

Maybe even a way to find out whether Frostmaw had survived.

Whether Mourne had.

He clenched his jaw.

Hope again.

Dangerous.

He let it sit anyway.

After several minutes, Selka turned back.

The others remained by the corpses, still working. Feathers vanished into Iri’s impossible bag. Talons were wrapped in cloth. Blood vials disappeared into a padded case Vey pulled from somewhere beneath his cloak.

Selka walked toward Max.

She stopped several paces away.

“We will not promise to take you until we know you better.”

Max nodded.

“That’s fair.”

“We will not let you near our camp unwatched.”

“That’s also fair.”

“You will not touch our packs, bags, weapons, or contracted harvest without permission.”

Max almost smiled.

“Fair.”

“You will answer questions.”

“Some.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“Some?”

“I won’t lie badly. I also won’t tell strangers everything.”

For a moment, Selka’s expression remained hard.

Then she nodded once.

“Better than pretending obedience.”

Max thought of Mourne.

“I had a good teacher.”

“Where is this teacher?”

Max looked toward the sea.

“I don’t know.”

Selka followed his gaze.

Something softened in her face, then vanished.

“You may travel with us for now, Max of the Red Order.”

The words hit harder than expected.

For now.

Travel with us.

Not alone.

He lowered his head once, because his throat had tightened unexpectedly.

“Thank you.”

Iri called from behind Selka, “If you eat our food and turn into a monster, I’m shooting you.”

Max looked at her.

“I already ate raw jungle rat and survived. Your food will probably be an improvement.”

Borun laughed again.

Vey said, “Probably.”

Iri pointed a bloody feather at him.

“Do not encourage him.”

Max stood.

His legs felt oddly unsteady, though the fight had not tired him much.

People.

He had found people.

Guarded people.

Dangerous people.

Useful people.

That was enough.

Selka nodded toward the dead lizards.

“Since you offered payment, start by helping Borun move the large blue one. The spine feathers are valuable, and you broke the neck cleanly enough not to ruin them.”

Max looked at the blue-feathered leader.

Then at Borun, who was already tying a rope around its hind legs.

“How far?”

Borun grinned.

“Camp.”

“How far is camp?”

The grin widened.

“Far enough to prove you meant payment.”

Max sighed.

For the first time in months, the sound was not swallowed by jungle silence.

It was answered by laughter.

Not cruel.

Not kind either.

But human.

Max took hold of the rope and began to pull.
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