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Prologue

Shadow demon

Katie yelled, “To the Barn! Run, Cy! Run!” She leaped off the cedar post beneath the corner of our front porch. 

Our eleven-year-old bodies flew across the barnyard in the deathly silence of midnight, sprinting toward the dark maw of the tall, aging building. Back inside our house, we could barely make out the banging and rumbling of an unseen beast until it reached the porch, and the harsh sound of the night-demon’s claws shredding the old wood planks brought a new terror to our hearts.

The final, defiant scream of our mother had roused us moments before, telling us to go. A screeching growl in the room below us signaled the demon’s triumph and its intention for more. We heard it charge up the narrow stairs of our house as Katie and I slipped out the window of our bedroom. The shingles of our porch roof were wet with dew; our bare feet slipped on the wood as we scurried to the edge and slid down to the ground.

The heavy barn door was open, and my target was invisible through the gloom. A heavy rope hung in the center of the barn, tied to the rafters more than twenty feet above us. We both knew it was there, and I jumped as high as I could, frantically climbing with bare hands and feet up the thick cable. Katie, my twin sister, followed on my heels as we shimmied upward together. It was a race we’d done many times that summer as we helped our father ready the loft for the upcoming harvest.

I was almost twenty feet up when a scuff on the dirt floor near the doorway drew my attention. The heavy rope began to sway erratically, but I hung on until it settled, not daring to look down. 

“Katie!” I sobbed. “Katie!!!”

An inhuman laugh circled the barn, but I saw nothing, nothing but shadows. My sister was gone. The thick rope had been sheared off more than a dozen feet from the ground. 

I hung from the line until my muscles burned and finally failed; I slid down into the night below.


	Bar Sinister

The edge of oblivion

I was a House of War, waiting to be reborn.

In the middle of nowhere leans a bar that never closes. There weren’t many worse places to spend eternity but having Memeton as a drinking companion helped pass the Cycle. Memet, an Arch Priest of the Infernal Dominion, is the one connection I have to my late bellipotent father, Hal-Raekorn the Elder, Warlord of the Cycle and Stalwart to the Master of Infernal Reality. We demon-kind really are a poetic bunch when it comes to our names and titles. It helps pass the time between blood baths. 

The Outer Domain is the universal counterpart to the Infernal. It runs on cycles too—seasonal, annual, epochal. It is a realm of pseudo-mortal beings. Its elements of power: earth, air, fire, and water, are the building blocks for everything in that reality, but the spirits, schemes, and scars of the beings there define the political landscape and the boundaries of each realm. Their gods are much more hands-off than mine. 

The Infernal Cycle runs off a different thread of time with a cadence set by the High Prince himself. It is on his word alone that the rules of our domain exist, and it is in his name that our Houses grow in stature or fall into ruin. Our elements are war, death, pestilence, and strife. Fury, ruin, and plague are the tools that help shape our domain. As our Cycle turns, the end goal is always to bolster a House’s standing in the cyclone we call reality, regardless of the High Prince’s unbending will.

Memet offered me a bitter brew, “You should enjoy all the strength that your twin in the Outer Domain brings you. In time, you’ll have a chance to reclaim your place with even greater power. As a Warlord of the Infernal Cycle, you are the House of Hal-Raekorn, but you are also Firefanged, so use it.”

Firefanged. There was a Pyrrhic victory in the splitting of a soul.  If only Hal-Raekorn the Elder had thought twice about his schemes.

“Infernal titles aside, while I have Exile to remind me of my station, there is nothing in the Outer Domain to sustain my other half. This situation does me scant good if Baron Maltheus or one of his Pestilent minions goes hunting through the Veil.”

Memet smiled, “I suspect Queen Lis-Xiana and her brood of assassins will soon become involved, a Death House carries the sharpest of claws.”

“Oh, black joy. It’s time for another drink.”


Chapter 1

Storm on the Horizon

My traps were empty, again, and the mid-spring forest was unseasonably still. I’d always worked the area far and wide to minimize my impact on the local populations. There should have been growing animal activity this close to summer. Instead, it was the complete opposite. 

It was on nights like this that I felt abandoned. Being alone or out of luck wasn’t the point of the dagger that pricked me. I’d always hunted and trapped the bounds of Lockrun’s long valley by myself, knowing that another would merely split my hard-earned take and distract my senses when I needed them most. 

I followed a familiar game-trail under the light of a waning moon, wishing to find a sign of life, a sound, a track, or a fresh scent to follow. Those distractions were welcome. Farms in the area always had problems with wolves roaming down from the foothills, and the logging camps to the east were often set upon by mountain lions. The local streams hosted moon crabs as well as beavers and drew plenty of critters into my snares.

The night’s utter stillness was a void to be filled with memories that simply didn’t exist. Lacking enough of those, I was vulnerable to the month-long run of nightmares that continued to gnaw through my head. More than anything, they’d become the motivation for working nights while the rest of the frontier town remained safe behind its rough-hewn timber walls.

My string of dark dreams had arrived out of nowhere with the beginning of spring. The vivid images felt like taunts more than omens. Walls didn’t matter. Sanctuary was an illusion. Disease would take us all. You get the picture.  

No, I wasn’t a seer or a witch. I was merely an orphan, almost a man, with a heightened set of senses for the world around me. Pastor Riley once said that I had an eye for hunting, though in truth, more of a nose. While my eyesight was uncanny at night, my sense of smell could detect and discern predators and prey better than any hound.

This wasn’t the first time I had picked up something rotten on the wind, but the nightmares were more than that. Like the smell of a corpse rotting right outside your bedroom window, a dreadful stench rolled through our valley where there should be nothing but fresh streams, flowering trees, and the musky scent of animals in heat. Only I seemed to have noticed the difference.

Forgotten at the age of seven, I’d spent the past eleven years living under the care and tutelage of the local Church of Saint Madge. Pastor Riley and Sister Kay had done their best to pound a solid education into my skull and an appreciation for hard work into the rest of me. Combined with my innate skills for hunting, my future survival was almost a sure thing. Winters in the northeast region of Colivar were tough on everyone.

Pastor Riley has always kept a close eye on me. He often marveled at my ability to read the moods and feelings of those around me and labeled me as empathic. That said, it was my newly rotten mood that had him most concerned. He pegged my nightmares as an overwrought sense of intuition or an unease at the season’s slim pickings, but I think we both knew it was something more. 

Maybe it was the world, or maybe it was me losing my grip on reality. I felt a storm brewing to the northeast where only clear skies and impassable mountains filled our view. The dark clouds were creeping closer, more so at night than during the day, and I sought to outfox the nightmare. 

Lacking a better idea, I ignored the town’s curfew bell and began living the life of a purely nocturnal hunter. With a recurring slew of empty traps, I decided it was time to stalk the distant black cloud that visited whenever I slept. The change in the local fauna told me that it was something more real than my imagination. It was more than a string of bad dreams—or bad luck. It had to be, or I might never sleep soundly again. I figured it couldn’t hurt to prove out my sanity, one way or the other, and in that, I was dead wrong.

I had reached the foothills on the edge of the valley, hiking northeast about five miles farther than usual. The moon was barely up, and the game trails were deserted. Thinking it was about time I turned around, I felt a curious tug to the north. Something was out there hunting too. 

The wind dropped and night became deathly quiet around me. I couldn’t see or smell the other hunter, but I could feel it in my heart of all places, and I knew the exact moment the dark presence took notice of me. My stomach jumped, and my mind flashed with panic. 

My nightmares were never like this. What the FETH was I thinking, being out here alone?

Trying to get a grip, I counted slowly in my head to five. Anger arrived to roll back the fear. I would not be cowed; I would not be bullied by whatever dark thing was hunting the valley with me. Instead, I climbed high up a nearby oak and waited. 

Being chased up a tree may seem like something a hounded person would do, but in my case, it wasn’t, I swear. Any sizable predator would have a hard time reaching the thick limb beneath me, that was true. My perch was cold and uncomfortable, but it was also the perfect spot for a last-minute trap. 

A few hours before dawn, in the darkest part of the night, I finally perceived the predator—it was barely a mile to the north. Some scents were louder than others, and the beast smelled wrong. Prey smells of fear and constant anxiety. This hunter reeked of death, and by that alone, I knew it wasn’t natural. Somehow, my nightmare had come alive.

Throughout the realm of Colivar, there were always tales of hideous demons lurking in the night, but they seemed more a way to keep children inside the town walls or scare away the competition from other hunters. The duke would post warnings or bounties whenever too many unexplained disappearances occurred along his roads. Most were explained by wolves, lions, or the occasional band of brigands, but nothing explained the shadow that stalked me now.

Still clinging to my tall tree, I climbed even higher, being sure to pick a sturdy branch. Once I was a good twenty feet up off the ground, I lowered my most durable snare rope down to the trail below and looped its other end around the large branch I straddled. I took out my hunting knife and quickly cut the back of my hand, letting a few drops of blood fall onto the ground inside the snare loop below.   

I didn’t have long to wait. Within minutes, I heard the beast running down the trail, its claws tearing at the loam, and I saw its black mass, twisted and bleaker than the night around it. It leaped the last thirty feet with a triumphant growl. 

Now, before you go asking how I could have smelled the beast a mile away or have seen it in the darkest hour of the night, well, you haven’t ever met a demon, have you? I am sure that there were folks asleep in their beds, five miles away in Lockrun, that felt its triumphant growl as it sailed through the air that cool spring night.

As it landed beneath me, digging its nose into the turf where my blood had fallen, I slid off my sturdy branch. Still holding onto the snare’s rope, I plummeted, and the snare loop flew upward, collaring the black beast’s neck. The creature was lifted partially off the ground as I dropped, and the counterweight helped slow my descent long enough for me to land relatively unhurt. The skin on my palms would grow back. I quickly scrambled away, trying to tie off the stout line before the beast could escape. 

I had roped a monster. 

Pulled up onto its hind legs by the thick cord around its neck, it was a good seven feet tall. Hairless and black, its shape might have passed for a large mountain lion if not for the oversized jaw, fangs, and claws. 

As I finished lashing the rope to the base of the oak, the shadow cat spun in place to face me. Its eyes flared with an orange-red glow, showing me the twisted nature of its being. 

I froze. 

It attacked.

Still hanging from the line, it threw its back legs at me, claws extended. 

I dove to my right, the fire of one claw scoring my back. 

The beast swung away from me. 

I jumped to my feet and counterattacked slashing across its stomach with my hunting knife. My pride and joy, the blade was the only real weapon I had. 

A back-and-forth battle ensued. My back gained a few more horribly painful stripes, while I gutted the fiend. 

Rancid black intestines tumbled onto the ground, tangling its back legs, but oddly enough, that didn’t slow it down. 

I was hoping that between the gut wound and the rope cinched tightly around its neck, the beast might be on the verge of death. I tried to work my way around behind it, but it quickly swung to face me. 

It continued clawing frantically at the line above its head with its front claws—never taking its eyes off me.  

As a hunter-trapper, I don’t carry much in the way of heavy weapons or armor. I only had my hunting knife and a few sharpened iron spikes for securing snares. Grabbing one of the spikes, I dove low, jamming it through the beast’s back foot and into the ground. Rolling away quickly, I earned another deep gash across my back. 

Feth, but that one hurt. I could feel the warm blood running down my legs. 

Grabbing another stake, I feinted low, aiming for the other supporting back foot. 

In a blur, the beast kicked its gore-covered claws at my face. 

I blocked one leg with a hard, downward slash of the knife in my left hand and attacked upward with the iron spike in my right. The spike pierced its left eye, and I tumbled back away as the monster thrashed. 

Its claws had scored again, cutting across the muscle of my left thigh. 

The solid oak was holding both of us upright. More blood seeped down my leg, and I began to worry that I might pass out before the fight was over. My heart was racing, and time was running out. 

Regaining my balance, I switched the knife into my right hand. I intended to attack from its blind left side and end the fight before the beast got free. 

I darted right, circling in fast for the kill. 

The rope holding the demon in place finally snapped. The beast folded forward—its huge fangs diving for my neck.

The timing was perfect.

As time stopped, I heard it hiss. I swear it laughed as if it had planned the maneuver all along.

I had no other choice. 

Sacrificing my left arm, I blocked its jaws and put everything I had into my final swing. The ten-inch blade was my final bet. I buried the knife up to its hilt in the monster’s ear.  

I was driven backward to the ground. 

The night beast landed on top of me with my left arm clamped in its mouth. 

The harsh red light faded from its eyes—the beast was dead.

The whole fight had taken less than a minute, and I shook from the rush of it all. 

The ground soaked up the blood from my back as more black blood soaked into my shirt from above. It took several long minutes for me to work my knife out of the monster’s skull and several more to pry one of its over-grown fangs out of its mouth so that I could free my left arm. You try doing that with only one arm. The tooth had gone all the way through, and I was sure that the bone was badly broken. 

Whimpering, I dragged myself out from under the beast. It was as far as I could go for the moment.

Following habit, I checked it over. There wasn’t much of value to be salvaged. No shiny, soft pelt to sell this time. Its skin looked sturdy enough, so I started cutting off long strips of the dark leathery hide, laying them out on the ground to dry or wrapping them around my badly mangled arm. I wasn’t able to stand, so I cut out its other giant fang and stowed both in my pack. It was proof of a kill more than proof of life. Whoever found me, I wanted them to know that I’d won the fight before I died. 

Somehow, I was able to withstand the shock that arrests most people with severe injuries, but the intense pain had its way with me just like it would with you or anyone else. My eyes leaked. My teeth ground together. My breathing became shallower and more rapid, and I had to fight to keep my mind on track for what to do next.

I cut up some of my rope to make a sling for my left arm. The beast's rancid gore seemed to cover me from top to bottom, though, in the darkness of the early morning, it wasn’t possible to tell how much of the blood was actually mine. 

There was a sulfurous stench to the shadow cat’s blood—that was for sure—but it was silky to the touch and grew thinner with each passing moment, as if it was slowly fading away. 

There was nothing left for me to do. I could try to walk the five miles back to town in the dark or maybe scout out some dry, dead wood for a fire and rest a bit first. I was certainly feeling cold. Nothing else was active in the area, but I wanted to be behind the town’s walls before the next nightfall. I tried to stand up, and a third option took hold. I passed out, landing back in the embrace of a cold black cloud.

Feth.


	Bar Sinister

The Last Sorrow

Memet was talkative from deep in his cups, “The assassin’s name is Fei-Krull. It means ‘fifth claw.’ She was from one of Lis-Xiana’s older broods. There’s only one sibling left in that litter now, and Lis-Xiana will likely have to put the survivor down before it goes insane.” 

“Good to know,” I replied. I wasn’t in the mood to talk. 

“Or maybe the demon-Queen will just point the whelp at you so that you can do the job for her,” he continued with a chuckle.

Finally, I asked with a sigh, “What is the brood survivor’s name?” 

“Rei-Seeck. It means ‘last sorrow’ in the language of Death.”

“Apt,” I observed. Poetic even.

Memet continued, “Be glad your House still claims its victories, Younger. The killing of Fei-Krull has made you much stronger and bolstered your threshold for pain. It should help you heal more quickly beyond the Veil. It should also make Queen Lis-Xiana reconsider her decision to help Lord Maltheus take you down. She has lost standing in this encounter, including her iron-clad reputation. Some may now see her as weakening.”   

I pulled out my war-blade and jammed it into the bar top between us, making Memet jump. 

“To Exile!” I roared, raising my cup.

“Exile!” echoed back from the otherwise empty room.


Chapter 2

Stitching and Blood

I woke up well after sunrise. I drank the rest of my water and packed up what little I could. In the sunlight, my mind felt clear. The terror of the night’s attack had bled away into the ground, leaving me alive but empty. My wounds had slowed to a trickle of blood, daring me to risk standing up. I feebly tied some strips of semi-dry beast skin around my thigh and left arm and began to stagger the five miles back to Lockrun. 

I stopped about halfway at a stream to rest and drink, hoping that the extra water would make up for the loss of blood. I probably should have taken the chance to bathe and scrape off all the blood and gore, but I didn’t want to pass out in the cold water and drown, and well, I just didn’t have the extra energy. 

The sun was well past noon as I approached the open eastern gate of Lockrun. I had begun shivering uncontrollably and chalked it up to a mix of blood loss, pain, and exhaustion. The sun had sufficiently warmed the late spring day, but my body couldn’t figure that out.

I gave a small wave to the guard at the gate, one of the bailiff’s men named Gareth, and with my head down, I kept walking on through. The town bailiff was a bully named Hector Sims, and I didn’t need any more trouble.

“Wait!” said Gareth. He held a short staff to my chest.

I looked up at him without a word. 

“Ara? Is that you?” he stammered, obviously shocked at my walking-dead appearance. 

I gave a short nod and stumbled forward. Gareth reached out to steady me, latching onto my left arm. An inhuman shriek followed. Before I knew it, a crowd had gathered around me. 

Had I blacked out again? 

I was on my knees, trying to stand but failing.  I was surrounded by prey.  I could barely lift my head. A low vibration thrummed in my chest, almost a growl, and everyone kept their distance. 

“Is it a monster?” someone yelled from the crowd, receiving a few nervous chuckles.

I must have looked the part, and I’m sure that I smelled like the Infernal. I was covered top to bottom in gore and strips of black leathery skin. My mangled arm, leg, and back all touted an unreal mix of red and black blood, some of it dry, some of it not.

A young girl with brown hair and hazel eyes pushed her way through the crowd and froze right in front of me. Tears were streaming down her face, and she was calling my name. It was my friend Cat. 

What was she doing here?

Her real name is Enricata, and her father is the town’s lord mayor. Being only eleven years old, she was simply Cat. We had been friends for ten years now, and we always watched out for each other. Both of us had lost our mothers. Her mom had died while giving her birth. If I had any sense of family, she would be a sister to me, and I hated to see her cry.

“Hey, Cat,” I whispered. I tried to smile, but it didn’t work. 

The girl cried even harder, standing there, unable to touch me, unable to talk, just shaking and sobbing. 

Okay, monster, it is.  

The blurry crowd around us parted as Sister Kay suddenly arrived with a cart. Strong hands lifted me, and I passed out for good. 

###

I awoke in the small attic of the rectory—my room. The window was open onto the square, and a fresh breeze brushed my face. 

My thanks to Zephyr for waking me from the dead. 

Stitches and bandages crossed my back, my thigh, and my arm. A sling clamped my left arm close to my body. Someone had done the world a favor by bathing me, and I’m sure, burned my old clothes with the Saint’s blessing. Sitting up carefully, I was glad to see I could move again, and the pain felt much more subdued. There was a small bell sitting on the chest next to my bed, so I gave it a ring. That was enough strenuous exercise for one day. I laid back down.

The concerned face of Sister Kay soon appeared at the top of the stairs. She was carrying a pitcher of water, a cup, and an arm full of clothes. 

“Ara, so glad to see you’re up and alive,” she said.

Not wanting to scare her away, I whispered back, “So glad to be alive, if you could call it that.” 

I felt the uncertainty and fear running through her mind. Sister Kay paused a moment and force fed me a smile. 

I smiled back, eyeing the clothes. “Are those for me?”

“Yes, as is the water, though the doctor says you have to drink it slowly.” She handed me the fresh shirt and pants. “I’ll help you get these on.”

I struggled into my clean clothes as Sister Kay propped me up and worked around my bad arm, making sure my bandages and abundant stitches didn’t tear open. Their constant pinch was a reminder that I’d found the truth. The nightmares were real. The storm clouds were real, and the black blood proved it for those that dared to look.

Sister Kay was in her mid-thirties and maybe twice my age. She’d been looking after me since I was seven years old. 

My mother had made me into a one-time donation to the Church and left town. I don’t have a good memory of my mother or my life with her before then. We had traveled together for a long time before reaching the city of Lockrun. All I can recall is a cold, distant expression on her face whenever she looked at me. It was as if she saw me as a stranger instead of her own child. 

Pastor Riley believes that my mind is still playing tricks on me, trying to help me deal with the abandonment. He’s a smart man. Perhaps he’s right. 

Sister Kay and Pastor Riley had taken me in and cared for me without any hesitation. As I got older, I helped them too, usually, when I wasn’t too busy getting myself all torn up.

“Thanks for the new clothes. Have you seen my backpack?” I asked, unable to get up and look for it myself.

“Under your bed,” she answered. “You better get some more rest. I’m sure you will have visitors later. A certain young girl was here this morning wondering if you were still with us. Also, your friend Corey stopped by, but he had to go back to work at the forge. And Pastor Riley will be up soon enough to check on you again.” 

“How is Cat? I think I saw her at the gate yesterday.” 

Sister Kay crossed her arms, “You saw her at the gate two days ago. Thankfully, Miss Enricata Ramsey is eleven going on thirty. For some reason, she feels very attached to you, but she’ll be fine. It’s you, Ara, that’s got us all worried. I couldn’t decide if the doctor was going to run out of stitching or if you were going to run out of blood. It was horrible watching them try to patch you up.” She paused, fighting back her tears. “What happened to you, Ara?”

She was a brave woman, though not in a fighting monsters or hunting lions sort of way. She would say what needed to be said or ask about things when she didn’t want to know the answer. She was brave in that she cared what happened to me, no matter how much that might scare her. 

I did my best to ease her fear, even if it meant misleading her. “I was out hunting that night, as usual, but trappings were scarce, so I ventured a few miles farther north from town toward the foothills of the Everest. It seems that an angry mountain lion managed to sneak up on me. It wasn’t a good time, as you can see, but I managed to kill it with my hunting knife and drag myself home.”  

I wasn’t sure that I sounded all that sincere or that she bought my story, but she nodded and said, “Please drink some water and get some more sleep. If you behave, I might even bring you something to eat later.” 

“Thank you, Sister.” I felt relieved she wasn’t going to press me further for details. 

She left me to rest. 

A short time later, I reached under my bed and opened my pack. I found the pair of fangs inside and grabbed one. It was six inches long and dark gray. Dried blood speckled its length, most of it mine, I was sure. 

“What have you got there, Ara?” Pastor Riley had come up the stairs without me noticing.  

Too late to hide my work, I replied lightly, “A souvenir?” and showed him the tooth. 

“Looks a bit too big for a mountain lion, wouldn’t you say?”

Pastor Riley was letting me know he had already grilled Sister Kay on my story. I hated to mislead them. They had cared for me all these years, and now I was trying to care for them without terrifying them more than necessary. Still, they had both seen the high cost I had paid in acquiring the tooth. 

I finally admitted, “It might have something to do with that talk we had the week before last. About the storm clouds and the bad dreams.” 

His eyes went wide. Before he could ask me any more questions, a cute, high-pitched voice arrived at the top of the stairs. I tucked the tooth beneath my pillow as Cat stormed into my room. 

“Ara! You monster! You scared me half to death! You almost died! You looked like you had died. Right in front of me! How could you do that? You know that if you died, I would never forgive you! Do you hear me?!?” She finally paused to take a breath. 

I had seen Cat’s horrified face at the gate and didn’t know what to say to that. I felt dread to the core of my being. Pastor Riley was more than amused by my sudden case of lockjaw, but he jumped in to help me out.  

“Cat, you know Ara was just asking me about you and if you were okay after seeing him in such bad shape. I think he was terrified that you would be upset and angry with him. He had been through such an ordeal, and he fought so hard to make it back home, knowing that you would want him to be okay.” 

He laid it on a bit thick, but it worked on both Cat and me. Even my eyes got wet, and before I knew it, Cat had wrapped both her arms around my neck and was sobbing into my new shirt.  

I used my uninjured arm to hold her, and I told her that I was sorry for what had happened and that I wouldn’t let it happen again. I promised. At least a quarter-hour had passed before she calmed down. 

I had nowhere to go.

She got up and stood with Pastor Riley.

“See you tomorrow?” I asked. 

She nodded, her eyes still red. “But don’t think for a minute that I’ve forgiven you, Ara.”

I gave her the look of one well chastened, trying hard not to smile.

Pastor Riley quietly spoke as he led her from my little room, “Cat, I need to speak with your father on an urgent matter if he has some time today.”

Exhausted, I lay in bed listening to their footsteps recede down the stairs and out the door. 


Chapter 3

Vigil’s Mark

Four weeks later, everything changed. 

The King’s Realm Guard led a long parade of troops through the middle of Lockrun. Their steel-plated armor and surety of spirit put everyone at ease; for one late spring afternoon, the knights pushed back the invisible cloud of fear and despair that had descended like a curse upon our city. Though only six in number, the contingent of Realm Guard rode massive mountain bears. Each rider and bear had the air of predators, confident and hungry, and we all kept a polite distance as they strode past.

Corey pointed, saying, “The farthest knight is Sir Tytus, and his bear is named Ganymede. I can’t imagine anything standing in the way of the Realm Guard when a battle starts.” 

Corey’s father was the town’s only blacksmith. His family often did repairs for the duke’s men and the town guard. Having recently turned nineteen, Corey was a year older than me, but we were of similar height as he tended toward stocky, and I tended toward tall. We both had an interest in the weapons his father produced at the forge. As the apprentice, Corey had the focus and frame needed to take on the work full-time. His path in life was as clear as the muscles under his shirt.

I pointed out the trailing rows of knights and footmen. “Most of the mounted knights are wearing the duke’s colors, but I don’t recognize those wearing the gray.”

“Holy Shrike! Those are paladins! You can tell by the gray tunics and the huge axes that they wield,” Corey leaned in close. “They only take to the field for one reason. Demons.” 

He whispered the final word into my right ear so that my friend Cat wouldn’t hear it. She was easily excited, to say the least, and clung to my left arm, nervous at the sight of so many weapons.

Most of the troops were wearing the red of the Duke of Stonnberg, our city’s distant liege lord. A few dozen heavily armored paladins and a large contingent of axe-wielding foot sported simple gray tunics with a sun-and-eye symbol stitched onto their right breast. Each of the gray-clad soldiers carried a broad steel shield and a double-bladed axe. 

According to Corey, they were sentinels of the Order of the Vigil. To me, the gray soldiers smelled of determination and fear, and I certainly understood why.   

The column of almost two thousand soldiers tromped through our city and out the eastern gate, heading to a camp a mile farther up the valley to the northeast. They were on their way into the foothills of the Everest Mountains to engage the enemy. 

As if speaking about it would make it more real, no one in Lockrun ever mentioned who that enemy was, but by now, everyone felt the heavy pall that had descended on the town, and there were those of us that knew the truth.

As the last of the gray-clad soldiers marched out of our city's eastern gate, the crowd began to disperse. Corey trotted off, heading back to work at his father’s blacksmith shop. Suddenly, I heard the small shrill voice of Cat behind me, “Ara! Run for it! Run!” 

I spun quickly to the left just as a big pair of hands clamped on my arm. My knees buckled as rough fingers dug into my left forearm, pressing into a savage-looking scar and the poorly healed bone beneath.   

Hector Sims growled from above me, “The lord mayor asked to see you, boy. He’s got company and doesn’t want to be kept waiting.”

Hector was, in my opinion, an overbearing goon for the little city of Lockrun. Lately, he’d used my weakened condition to exact a bit of revenge, though for what I couldn’t say. It seemed like everyone was on edge.

My vision blurred from the mind-bending pain, not from any tears that might have been leaking from my eyes, I swear. 
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