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The Leger of the Fallen

	It began with a desperate bargain. To stop the lich Greysteel, Sir Andre Carthys did the unthinkable: he stitched his soul to an angel named Valiant. And in the Kingdom of Rhogrik, that’s a capital crime.

	Carthys returned for his execution, but King Almyr had a different use for a man who carries Heaven in his chest. After thwarting a holy assassination attempt on the crown, the “traitor” was rebranded as The King’s Falcon—a black-ops knight sent to hunt down the power behind Greysteel’s and the other Fallens’ return.

	The trail has been paved with celestial corpses. From the cursed crypts beneath the Royal Aquifer to the mysterious arrival of the Obelisk, Carthys and Valiant have hunted their own kind, putting down the fallen Nephilyms Loriene and Trevor.

	But the game has changed. A shadowy Advisor is pulling the strings of a much larger catastrophe. She targets the Queen to unlock the cage of a fallen archangel, moving the stakes from the battlefield to the very foundations of existence.

	The miracles are running thin. A debt buried in blood and history is coming due. And in Rhogrik, the only thing more dangerous than a demon is an angel with nothing left to lose.

	[CHAPTER END]


One

	Andre Carthys didn’t usually dream. On the rare nights he did, the visions clung to him like the morning dampness seeped into his clothes. Reality became indistinguishable from the delusions until long after the waking world took hold. That night, a sliver of the moon hung like the Reaper’s sickle over the embers of his campfire. 

	Shadows stepped forth from the tree line, stitching themselves into the form of a man framed by six towering wings. As the figure drew near, the gloom receded, revealing a youthful face carved deep with lines of pain and ancient grief. The wings, which had once dripped with the black ichor of despair, were now parched. Silver tipped his lustrous ebony feathers like funeral lace. Instinctively, Carthys braced himself against the visitor, though the reason for his dread remained buried in the fog of his memory.

	“Peace be with you, Nephilym,” the figure said.

	“Who are you?”

	“A soul in need. Will you hear me?”

	As a knight of the king, Carthys could not refuse a call for help so long as it did not endanger his king or the king’s lands. The stranger still unsettled him—the spirit felt like a bruise on his memory—but without proof of ill intent, the knight would stand by his vows. The oath sat in his gut like a swallowed stone. Carthys gave a wary nod.

	With visible relief, the stranger relaxed and allowed his wings to angle toward the misty floor. “It is my love,” he began. “She is trapped, and I fear for her soul. I have not the strength to rescue her and need your help, Nephilym. Please, you are bound by your oaths to protect those in need and to serve the souls true to your king. She has served the blood of your throne faithfully all her life and died for it not once, but twice.”

	Carthys tensed. A jagged memory tore through his mind: black gore soaking into cold stone and a woman’s scream circling the drain of his consciousness. “What must be done?”

	“I need you and your angel to seek my love in the place of her burial. The fallen Nephilym Ida now has her there, the angel Pestilence threatens her and uses her against me. She needs to be brought back; only then can we be free of the veil and thus free of Pestillence’s threats and harm.”

	The haze of the dream snapped like a frayed cord under a heavy weight. Olivera, slaughtered by the king’s men and interred in the rot of her family crypts, was not among the fallen when executed for her status within the Nephilym order. Her scream sounded again, a visceral vibration that shook the abyss where they stood. Valor, the winged figure, shuddered and paled to the color of bone. Eyes wide with fear, he turned and vanished. Carthys was left in a suffocating darkness as the dream collapsed, throwing him back into the cold light of wakefulness.

	The Nephilym Knight sat up, scrambling to his feet in the charcoal darkness of pre-dawn. Valiant, who had been guarding the perimeter, jolted at the sudden movement; his physical form shivered into a golden haze before bleeding back into Carthys’ mind. The angel’s presence filled his skull, a heavy, humming pressure. It had been strange at first, but it was now a comfort to the weary warrior. Long nights on the road became bearable for Carthys. He was never truly alone, whether surrounded by the reaching forest shadows or the echoing chambers of his own thoughts. 

	“Valiant,” Carthys said. “What was that dream?”

	That was a vision, Valiant’s mind churned inside of his own. The guest, Valor, should not have been able to reach them. Not after they had run both the fallen and his Nephilym through with Valiant’s blade. Yet, the vision was angelic—Valiant, and thus Carthys, could sense the celestial static of it.

	This troubles me greatly, Valiant whispered into Carthys’ mind. Valor’s essence dissolved back into the veil. I felt it. He and Olivera should have either been destroyed or recollected by the council.

	“The council has failed to contain Nephilym souls before.” Carthys was loath to admit the weakness of the High Council, but they had already proven fallible. General Trevor, dead before the order crumbled, had slipped through their fingers. Instead, the mysterious Advisor had plucked him from the void and given him the means to build an army. Why these gears were in motion was a question that tasted like copper in the knight’s mouth.

	“It’s not just that…I can’t resurrect Lady Olivera. I don’t have the power. Don’t be so surprised, Carthys. You’ve felt firsthand the drain of becoming your armor and weapons. My power is not infinite.”

	“Then how do we get more?”

	“I need energy to consume. Not just mortal food, but immortal energy. Being out here among the world helps a little, but I need spells to devour, artifacts to siphon the energy from.” 

	“Is that why you encourage us to camp far from the roads?”

	Valiant nodded, though Carthys felt the confirmation as a pulse in his marrow rather than seeing it. Dawn was still a long way off, but with the vision burning behind his eyes, there was no chance of sleep returning. Packing their meager belongings, the knight returned to the road, heading westward. Even though they had travelled hundreds of miles in the past few months, the shadow of the King’s Aqueduct stood out in the distance—a jagged, stone ribcage silhouetted against the grey sky. It was toward that monstrous structure, toward the jagged maw of the tomb of Loriene, that he headed. There, Olivera lay in the dark. He would find the feast of energy Valiant required on the way, or he would die trying.
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