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When it first happened, you thought you were mistaken.
“Monsters aren’t real,” you told yourself. Even as you thought
those words you knew they weren’t true. Here is a monster in
front of you, and if you don’t do something it will kill you. You
ran. You survived. But you did not forget.

Now you no longer run. Survival is not the end goal. There
is no survival for you after what you've done. You sometimes
wonder if the line has blurred. Are you the monster now! With
all the killing you've done, how could you not be? But no. You
hold your Vigil, a code of ethics that delineates them from you.

Hunter: The Vigil Second Edition is a roleplaying game
about people who are committed to saving a world overrun by
monsters. Once they light a candle and hold it up to the dark-
ness, they cannot turn back. They've taken their first step to
uphold the Vigil, despite knowing the costs. After they peer into
the shadows, they become so obsessed with the monsters lurking
there, every hunt pushes them further and further away from a
normal, humdrum life.

Hunters are underdogs who never stop feeling that chill
running up and down their spines. For every bloodsucker they
put down, for every haunted house they clear out, another hor-

ror lies waiting to strike. Sure, they might make sacrifices or suffer

losses along the way, but to them there’s never a time when they’re
not hunting. Either they stay sharp and focused, they become
hunted themselves, or worse: They become the monster.

The Gathering Dark

Hunter: The Vigil debuted in 2008 on the heels of sever-
al Chronicles of Darkness game lines including Vampire: The
Requiem, Changeling: The Lost, and Werewolf: The Forsaken.
Since that time, more game lines have emerged introducing new
monsters, such as Beast: The Primordial and Deviant: The
Renegades.

Hunter: The Vigil Second Edition takes note of these
new additions by introducing a premise: There are more mon-
sters today than ever before. The rules found in this book are
designed to give players and Storytellers new, flexible tools to
identify, hunt, and capture monsters while enhancing the defini-
tion of hunter.

Hunter: The Vigil Second Edition is a standalone game that
can be played by new or existing players. The lore has been updated
to not only reflect the uptick in monsters, but also the fact that
hunting monsters is not exclusive to a location, group of people,
or time period. There may be more monsters than ever before,
but there are more ways to fight them, too.

Themes

Most people grow up believing monsters exist in fairy tales
and on television. The Thin Man is the product of conspiracy
theorists on message boards. Bloody Mary is just an urban legend
cooked up by teenaged girls, and the Chupacabra is a rabid dog.

You’re not most people, because you know that monsters
are real. You've seen one. Maybe it murdered your grandfather.
Maybe it targeted your dog. Whatever the reason, however you
encountered one, the truth shattered you. Instead of running
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"But these words people threw
around - humans, monsters,
heroes, villains - to Victor
it was all just a matter of
semantics., Someone could call
themselves a hero and still
walk around killing dozens.
Someone else could be labeled
& villain for trying to stop
them. Plenty of humans were
monstrous, and plenty of
monsters knew how to play at
being human."

- V.BE. Schwab, Vicious
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INTRODUCTION: HEED THE CALL

away or hiding in a bunker, you’ve decided to do something.
You've chosen to heed the call of the Vigil and become a
hunter.

How? By finding similarly minded people who will
fight alongside you. You know you’re outmatched. You know
you’re outgunned — but you don’t care. Sometimes you’ll
win. Sometimes you’ll lose. As long as you draw breath,
you’ll never stop fighting, even if you go down screaming.

Or, at least, that’s what the Vigil requires.

Explained vs. Unknown

To be a hunter is to linger in the dark. The character
doesn’t know all there is to know about the supernatural
— even if player does. Hunters know the unnatural things
go bump in the night aren’t regulated to nightmares. Cells
understand they’re real — and those “things” can be hunted
provided they figure out how to track, capture, contain, or
kill them.

The strange and unknowable are mysteries for the cell
to figure out. A hunter encountering one flesh-eating hu-
manoid might assume they know exactly what’s feeding on
people, until another flesh eater comes along and doesn’t
fit the profile. When combined with mysterious places —
haunted houses, monsters’ lairs, and roadside shrineswith
statues that bleed — hunters have their hands full when piec-
ing together what’s happening in that area before moving
onto the next.

Storytellers are encouraged to leverage what hunters
don’t know as narrative tools to remind them they don’t and
can’t know everything, no matter how hard they try — and
that’s what being mortal in the Chronicles of Darkness is
all about.

Sacrifice vs. Self-Preservation

Hunters are pushed to the edge, but they don’t have to
hunt alone. In a cell, they can rely on other hunters to pitch
in and get the job done. Compacts and conspiracies add to
a hunter’s community but, when push comes to shove, it's a
cell that’s doing the heavy lifting. Sometimes, however, hunt-
ers are forced to make hard choices. They must choose be-
tween taking down a monster or saving a victim. They must
decide if they'll risk taking a perfect shot at a slasher when
their buddy stands in the way.

Sometimes, however, hunters don’t just sacrifice other
hunters or the victims they're trying to save. They might be
cornered or even kidnapped by a monster who wants to use
them to find other hunters. They might be the hunter guard-
ing an exit and, after all their cellmates have fallen, they're
standing between the monster and freedom. When uphold-
ing the Vigil, hunters may say they're willing to sacrifice ev-
erything — even their own safety — to fight the darkness. Only
the hunt will prove whether there’s any truth to their claims,
because somewhere along the way, each hunter will face their
darkest fears and be forced to confront their own mortality.




In Hunter: The Vigil Second Edition, thematic devices
and rules governing a hunter’s place in the world remind
them of what they stand to lose. Upholding the Vigil exacts
a heavy toll, but it’s ultimately up to the hunter what they’re
comfortable sacrificing or preserving.

Hope vs. Despair

Sometimes, they
Eventually, however, hunters come to the realization that the
shadows won’t stop gathering and monsters won’t suddenly
give up and remain in the darkness. This realization can hap-
pen during a hunt or investigation. It might occur before the
cell starts fighting back. Once this terrifying truth is known,
however, the hunter and their cell must find a way to keep
going — otherwise they'll lose to utter despair.

hunters win. Sometimes lose.

While despair might be all-but guaranteed, hope is the
only thing that can keep it confined. The candle hunters
light is a representation of their burning desire to hold the
line, but it’s also a visual way to show how important it is to
feel hope even when the darkness is winning. As long as a
hunter has hope in their heart, the darkness can’t truly win.

Providing ways for hunters to feel hope in a chronicle is
crucial to ensure the game isn’t so dark and depressing it’s
no longer enjoyable to play. Storytellers are encouraged to
give cells opportunities to win, even if it's small or tempo-
rary. These moments are fuel for the fire and will keep the
Vigil — and the players’ interest — burning bright.

Will you pledge to uphold the Code? Will you light a
candle and stand against the gathering dark? If you do, don’t
worry. The flame you hold is not the only fire that burns.
You'll have help from your fellow cellmates, and together
you may burn bright enough to hold the line and keep the
darkness from swallowing you whole.

Lexicon

In the world of Hunter: The Vigil, cells do the best they
can with the knowledge they have. Often, they can’t find
the right words or don’t know a monster’s name — for good
reason. As the underdogs, hunters possess varying degrees of
knowledge that may or may not be relevant.

Though hunters may not understand what they're in
for, a common vocabulary is used in Hunter to present nar-
rative advice and relevant rules. These terms are setting-spe-
cific and, when appropriate, notable rules are mentioned in
the description.

cell: A group of hunters who fight together. They share
the emotional, psychological, and physical burdens the hunt
requires, and often have similar views of the Code.

cellmate: An individual hunter in a cell.

blessings: Hunters belonging to a conspiracy receive
gifts from their organization that are imbued with the super-
natural. They often refer to these gifts as “blessings.” In the
rules, these are represented by Endowments (p. XX).

bloodsucker: A slang word used to describe a vampire or
other monster who drinks human blood.

cleansing: A word hunters often use to describe the pro— -
cess of removing the supernatural from a physical location
or object.

Code, the: The Code represents an individual hunter’s
pledge to fight the darkness. This has both a thematic and
mechanical effect in the game (p. XX).

compact: A regional organization to which multiple
cells belong. Compacts (p. XX) may be formed around hunt-
ing a specific monster, a view of the Code, a method of hunt-
ing, etc. Each compact allows its members to earn status in
exchange for additional benefits or resources. Structurally,
compacts are represented in a tier-two chronicle.

conspiracy: A global organization to which multiple
cells belong; each conspiracy often holds many factions.
Conspiracies (p. XX) wield considerable resources to fulfill
their unique agenda in the fight against the supernatural.
Each conspiracy allows its members to earn status in ex-
change for additional benefits, resources, and Endowments.
Conspiracies are represented in tier-three chronicles.

cryptid: A strange and unusual animal that may or may
not exist. Examples of cryptids include the hodag, bunyip,
wendigo, and yeti.

cursed object: A dangerous mundane or well-crafted oc-
cult item that displays supernatural properties. In Hunter,
these are also called Bygones (p. XX).

darkness, the: A term hunters use to describe the world
of the supernatural or its denizens.

demon: An infernal monster. Hunters often use lan-
guage to describe demons through their cultural or religious
lens, unaware of their true origins.

enemy, the: Anything that threatens a human or animal
life.

ghost: The spirit of a mortal who has passed.

horror: Another word for monster. May also be used to
describe disembodied entities or spirits.

monster: The primary term used to describe all of the
entities hunters fight.

mythic: Hunters often use the word “mythic” to identify
legendary monsters, locations, or relics that either don’t ex-
ist (and therefore can’t be hunted) or are a once-in-a-lifetime
find. Examples include: the phoenix, the Lost Continent of
Mu, and Poseidon’s Trident.

mysterious place: Phrase used to describe locations or
areas that have had reports of supernatural activity (p. XX). A
nest is a monster’s lair, a tainted place displays supernatural
effects, and sentient places are monstrous locations.

nest: A common term used to describe a monster’s
home. It is a type of mysterious place (p. XX).

relic: A term some hunters use to describe a supernatu-
ral item that may, with time and study, be safe to handle
and provide further benefits. In game terms, a relic is a true
Bygone (p. XX).

rival cell: A competitive group of hunters that turns the
hunt into a contest, whether the other cell wants to compete
or not.




rogue cell: A group of hunters who operate on their
~ own. Rogue cells are also referred to as “cancer cells.”
slasher: Serial killers and mass murderers who, for
Hunter’s purposes, are treated as monsters (p. XX). A ripper
is still considered human, whereas a slasher is not.
spirit: A ghost-like entity that may or may not have been
human at one time. Hunters refer to anything that isn’t a

ghost, but displays traits like one, as a spirit.

supernatural: A term that refers to the strange and un-
explained; it is often used as a description for the darkness.
Hunters often struggle with the definition and how it affects
their view of the Code.

Twilight: A word a few hunters use to describe the
world in which ghosts and spirits reside. Some hunters use
this term without fully understanding what it means.

Vigil, the: A hunter’s neverending fight against the
darkness.

warlock/witch: A term hunters use to loosely describe
occultists, summoners, necromancers, and other types of
magic users treated as monsters.

How to Use This Book

Welcome to Hunter: The Vigil Second Edition. Inside,
you’ll find a complete game, ranging from core concepts of
the world in which hunters live to descriptions of mysterious
or haunted places around the globe. You'll find complete
rules for playing a hunter who investigates and eliminates su-
pernatural threats at all costs. You'll find out about Slashers,
normal people who take up monstrous acts.

Hunts stand as a light in the darkness, holding back the
evils that prey on humanity. Their job is not glamorous and
is often dangerous. They gain no thanks for keeping their
nightly Vigil, and few even know what they do save those
who stand with them.

The night is filled with threats to humanity. Monsters

are not only real; they are everywhere, and they are cunning.
Supernatural creatures populate all cities large and small,
and there are more of them now than ever before. Hunters
come from those few who have learned about them and sur-
vive to talk about it. They try to hold back the darkness as
X best they can, but their numbers are few compared to what
; i"h‘ they fight against.
: Chapter One: Compacts and Conspiracies are special-
ized hunter organizations that may be used for tiertwo or
-three games. In this chapter, you'll find write-ups for seven
compacts and seven conspiracies.

Chapter Two: Flickering Candles provides an overview
of a hunter’s world, the types of hunters you can play, and
three, separate types of gameplay included in this book: tiers
one, two, and three. You'll also read more about Hunter lore
and the history of the compacts and conspiracies.

Chapter Three: Character Creation allows you to build
and customize a character. You'll learn how hunters retain
one foot in an unsuspecting world and another in the Vigil.
Plus, you'll discover more about the Code and how it shapes

their core identities and beliefs. This chapter also contains ;
Endowments for tier-three hunters. ey

Chapter Four: Rules of the Hunt dives into the rules for
gameplay. It also offers rules for specific aspects of Hunter
that includes investigation and socializing.

Chapter Five: Monsters Around the World offers a
taste of the strange and unusual monsters hunters may come
across during the hunt. Sample monsters are presented ac-
cording to the type of terrain from which they originate !
along with notes for how these creatures may be modified.
Additionally, monster-creation rules, ephemeral-entity rules,
and Dread Powers are found in this chapter.

Chapter Six: Mysterious Places takes another look at
the Hunter setting by introducing where monsters live, lo-
cations the supernatural has tainted, and which places are
actually monsters themselves. It offers new rules to handle
each type of location, along with several examples.

Chapter Seven: The Slasher Chronicle is a sample
chronicle setting. Yanked from the slasher-movie genre, The
Slasher Chronicle is a horror movie-themed setting that in-

cludes rules for building slashers; customized approaches for
tier-one, -two, and -three gameplay; new Storyteller charac- .
ters; and more! st
Chapter Eight: Storytelling offers advice for Storytellers
to help build and manage a chronicle while fleshing out
rules for Storyteller characters. Additional content includes
advice for creating player-facing compacts and conspiracies.
Appendix 1: Equipment presents lists of equipment
and rules for modifying and customizing gear. Equipment is e
covered in Chapter Four. "4
Appendix 2: Tilts is a list of Tilts that may be used in %
a Hunter game. Rules for handling Tilts are addressed in . \
Chapter Four.
Appendix 3: Conditions is a list of Conditions provid- T ﬁ.
ed for ease of reference. Rules to use Conditions are found i
in Chapter Four.

Other Chronicles of
Darkness Games

Hunter is a standalone sourcebook that presents all

rules necessary to play the game. It is compatible with the
Chronicles of Darkness Rulebook, which acts as an intro-
ductory game for a player’s first brush with the supernatural.
The rulebook may be used to build a prequel for a group of
characters who haven’t committed to the Vigil or to expand
options for hunters and monsters. Additional rules found in
that book range from specialized systems for ghosts to psy- |
chic abilities, as well as the God-Machine Chronicle.

Dark Eras, the Dark Eras Companion, and Dark Eras 2
are historical collections of chapters set during unique time

YN

periods. The line offers Storytellers a deeper look at each
Chronicles of Darkness game line through a historic lens;
the Hunter chapters offer deeper options for roleplay while
highlighting the rich lore of compacts and conspiracies such
as The Cheiron Group.




‘Introduction
to Roleplaying
Games

Chances are, you know what a Storytelling — or roleplay-
ing — game is already. But, just like hunters, we enjoy finding
new people to uphold the Vigil. So if you're new here, let’s
talk about the basics.

In Hunter: The Vigil, you play out stories following a
core cast of characters as they fight their way through the
Chronicles of Darkness, a version of our own everyday world
filled with monsters. It’s a lot like a TV drama, something
like The Walking Dead or The X-Files. Individual gaming ses-
sions, generally running two-to-four hours, are like weekly
episodes. Secrets will be revealed, relationships will be tested,
and blood will be spilled.

Around two to five players take on the role of one cast
member each. You’ll make decisions for your character —
and when her best friend falls to the monsters, you'll plot
and scheme her revenge. When supernatural beings ruin her
day, you’ll decide if she runs, fights, or unleashes the fury
of her pent-up hatred for the creatures in a blaze of glory.
Perhaps most importantly, you'll tell the story of her ongoing
efforts to uphold her vigil and her struggle to do what’s right.

One player, the Storyteller, is responsible for portray-
ing characters who don’t belong to specific players and

presenting fictional situations that challenge the other play-
ers’ characters. Think of these as the supporting cast of our
imagined TV series — both ongoing characters who help or
oppose the core cast, and guest stars of the week who turn up
to cause unique kinds of trouble.

As for challenging the player characters, it’s the job of
the Storyteller to come up with scenes where the players must
make decisions fraught with conflict and danger. In Hunter,
these scenes are often related to the hunt for the supernatu-
ral. The Storyteller narrates a situation, then the other players
say how their characters respond. The most important ques-
tion a Storyteller can ask is: “What do you do now?”

When a character acts, the outcome of the action is
determined by rolling a handful of 10-sided dice. The ba-
sics are simple. You add a few numbers on your character
sheet (a mini-dossier) and roll that many dice. You'll find out
whether your action works or fails. Failures affect your story
by getting your character into more trouble, while successes
provide opportunities for your character to move forward as
they intended.

While players other than the Storyteller will generally
be advocates for their characters’ success, planning ways in
which they can succeed, a lot of drama and fun comes from
those moments when an elaborate plan turns to ash. Again,
think of a television series: The most interesting episodes are
often the ones where everything goes wrong for the charac-
ters until they find a way to turn it around. That said, the
Storyteller should make sure characters have a way to bounce
back rather than constantly dumping ways to suffer on them.




Player Responsibilities
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Each player is responsible for a different part of the
story. When combined, your group will weave an elaborative
narrative as you fight monsters together.

The Storyteller is responsible for...

...bringing the world to life through description.

...deciding where scenes start and what’s going on.

...portraying characters who don’t belong to other
players.

...involving each player and her character in the ongoing
story.

...putting players’ characters in tough spots, encouraging
interesting decisions.

...facilitating the actions players’ characters take, while
making sure there are always complications.

...making sure that poor dice rolls affect, but don’t stop,
the story.

The players are responsible for...

...creating their own individual character as members of
the cast.

...deciding what actions their characters take.

...making decisions that create drama and help keep the
story moving.

...highlighting their characters’ strengths and weaknesses.

...confronting the problems the Storyteller introduces.

...developing their characters’ personalities and abilities
over time, telling personal stories within the overall story of
the game.

Everyone is responsible for...

...giving other players chances to highlight their charac-
ters’ abilities and personal stories, whether that’s by showing
them at their strongest or weakest.

...making suggestions about the story and action, while keep-
ing in mind the authority of players over their characters and the
responsibility of the Storyteller to occasionally make trouble.

Sources &
Inspiration

Hunter: The Vigil is a monsterhunting game where
mortals form groups, called “cells” to take back the world
from the monsters that slither in the Chronicles of Darkness.
Gameplay can be gritty, downright terrifying, or both.

Sources include materials drawn upon for the first edi-
tion of Hunter: The Vigil and new books, movies, comics,
and games to round out the list.

Non-Fiction
Alien Dawn by Colin Wilson is a nonfiction look at all
manner of bizarre phenomena and monstrous incursions

into our world. Folklore, ghosts, lost time, psychic weirdness,
aliens, and monsters all appear in some form or another.

THE
SLASHER CHRONICL B

The Slasher Chronicle (p. XX
taps into the darkest recesses
of the human soul, scoops out
whatever's there, and exposes
it for all to see. Slashers in
Hunter were first featured in
a standalone supplement titled
Slasher, published 1in 2008,
and are the titular monster fo
this chronicle. A i

Want great source material? Read
Exquisite

Goth by Otsuichi,
Corpse by Poppy Z. Brite, The

—Shining Girls by Lauren Beukes,
and A Ki¥ier’S 'Mind' by Mike
Omer. Watch It Follows, Bloody
Reunion, The Slit-Mouthed
Woman, Nadja, and Session 9.
Serial killers can also be found
in the Jdpanesg: manga series

-~ Death--Note,.=Monster, BHrased,
and several others.

The Science of Vampires by Katherine Ramsland, Ph. D is
a deep dive into vampire lore from a scientific perspective.
The techniques used in this book can be fuel for science-
minded characters and cells.

Parasite Rex by Carl Zimmer is a compelling, easy-to-read
book about real parasites: worms, bacteria, and flies. They
bore into bellies, bloodstreams, and brains.

The Element Encyclopedia series, written by several au-
thors, offers a wealth of knowledge that covers spirits, psy-
chic phenomena, cults and secret societies, witchcraft, spells,
monsters — even birthdays that can be used to build compel-
ling and unique characters with their own personalities.

For urban legends, check out books by Jan Harold
Brunvald, who’s known for popularizing the term. London
Urban Legends: The Corpse on the Tube and Other Stories by
Scott Wood, Urban Legends: The As-Complete-As-One-Could-Be
Guide to Modern Myths, by Ngaire E. Genge, and Encyclopedia
of Beasts and Monsters in Myth, Legend and Folklore by Theresa
Bane are also great materials to check out. Reference books
on urban legends, often tied to myths and folklore, are also
published by small presses and sold in museums. Some intro-
ductory books, like Yokai Attack! The Japanese Monster Survival
Guide written by Hiroko Yoda and Matt Alt, may be found in
the comics section or in specialty bookstores, too.

Lastly, several dictionaries can offer new tools to de-
scribe strange phenomena. One such reference book is Weird
Words: A Lovecraftian Lexicon, written by Dan Clore.
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‘iction
Stories are a great way to dive into monster hunting
/ through different perspectives.
Waes Modern fantasy and horror are rife with wonderful sto-
- ries featuring characters who must deal with the supernatural
. intheir own way. The Dresden Files series by Jim Butcher, the
i ~ Anita Blake: Vampire Hunter series by Laurel K. Hamilton,
 and The Mortal Instruments by Cassandra Clare each focus on
fighting the darkness in their own way. Additional books to
check out are Adventures of a Demon-Hunting Soccer Mom by
Julie Kenner, Trail of Lightning by Rebecca Roanhorse, The
Forest of Hands and Teeth by Carrie Ryan, The Good House by
' Tananarive Due, and Hunting Monsters by S.L. Huang.
_} Hellblazer, from DC/Vertigo comics, spawned occult de-
N tective John Constantine and inspired a movie, Constantine,
and a TV series of the same name. Along those same lines,
s ~ the Lucifer TV show, a spin-off from the Sandman comics
i by Neil Gaiman, dives into the L.A. scene with a touch of
kg the infernal. S.P.O.O.K.S. from Rosarium Publishing is an in-
vestigative comic where the characters unravel modern con-
. spiracy theories — perfect fodder to weave behind the scenes
of a chronicle while commenting on race.

The Walking Dead by Robert Kitkman is a stellar example
of humans trying like hell to win the unwinnable fight, and
the popular TV show of the same name highlights how nec-
essary it is to find something to hang on to in our darkest
moments.

Of course, no list of monster-hunting comics would
be complete without mentioning the Bureau for Paranormal

Research and Defense or B.P.R.D. from Dark Horse Comics.

Films and TV

In addition to previously mentioned shows, Supernatural
is an American monster-hunting series that aired 15 seasons
- from 2005 to 2020. As the story swells, brothers Sam and
Dean join forces with allied hunters at “The Roadhouse” for
several seasons until they join the Men of Letters. This show,
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story hooks and ways to shape a chronicle around a larger
mystery. The X-Files is like an ongoing Hunter chronicle, may-
be even featuring a pair of Task Force: VALKYRIE hunters.

Monster-hunting movies range from the serious to the
comedic and everything in between. Fallen, directed by
Gregory Hoblin, is about a detective in pursuit of a supernat-
ural serial killer — a demon that jumps from body to body.
Lake Effect is a movie about hunting the Yeti, perfect for
cryptid-themed hunts. Dog Soldiers is a spectacular werewolf-
hunting movie and The Babadook is about a strange, inexpli-
cable creature who terrifies a young, single mother.

Video Games

Yes indeed, games can inspire games. The number of
monster-hunting video games is limitless, but some bear spe-
cial mention: Alone in the Dark, F.E.A.R., HalfLife 1 & 2,
Silent Hill, The Witcher, and Monster Hunter can all serve as in-
spiration for a cool, action-oriented Hunter: The Vigil game.

Chronicles of
Darkness Books

You have everything you need to play within this book,
but we have printed other books that might be helpful or
enhance your game.

The Chronicles of Darkness Rulebook is a definitive
handbook for the rules. While those rules were translated
here, for sake of brevity, some Merits and rules on super-
natural creature types hunters are unlikely to have the tools
to deal with (such as spirits) were left out. You can find those
things in that book.

Mortal Remains was written shortly after the rules up-
date presented in The God-Machine Chronicle book and
have some basic rules updates to material from the first edi-
tion game of Hunter.

while tightly focused on the Winchesters’ perspective, offers



FUVITAYI [ WV IT=2V i

Every field agent has a story that
ends in a long pause followed by a
heavy sigh. We've all lost someone: a
father, fellow operative, best friend,
mentor, lover. We never forget.

My story? Our unit was taking a
little R&R near Prospect and Downer
when we got a call. An ENE had been
reported attacking civvies in broad
daylight near Bradford Beach, and we
were asked to check out the scene and
wait for further instructions.

I made the decision to go light on
munitions. HQ almost always ordered us
not to engage the enemy in our first en-
counter, and I suspected the beach was
filled with people. I was able to pop a few
grenades, knives, and traps in our back=
packs; I also wrapped a handgun in one
of our beach towels, just in case, right
next to a beer bottle. Sharp glass wasn't
a sanctioned weapon, but our unit knew
that emergencies often called for unique
solutions.

With all the civilians around, we
opted to wear shorts, tank tops, and
sandals instead of our approved gear.
ENEs were dangerous, sure, but nothing
was scarier than a mob of angry drunk
people on a hot, sandy beach. Despite
our casual appearances, each of us had
roles to play: Miles sat at a nearby
restaurant overlooking the water to
run ops, Theron interviewed witnesses,
and I was there to back them up.

Miles kicked off the mission by
revealing our target. "Theron, HQ says
you're green to go. You're looking for
a white man wearing blue basketball
shorts."

Theron spoke up. "I see him. He's
sunbathing next to a cooler down by the
lake."

So far, so good. I managed to keep
Theron in my sights, but it was hard not
to stand out. The beach wasn't covered
with people, but there were just enough
clusters of volleyball players, fami-
lies, and sunbathers I had to be careful
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not to seem creepy or out of place.

I found a nice, sunny spot approxi=-
mately 30 yards from the witness. To
blend in, I laid out my towel, grabbed
a small bottle of suntan lotion and a
book, and secured my ear buds and tiny
microphone.

“"How're you doing up there,
Jennifer?" Miles asked me. "You have
line of sight?"

"For the moment. There's a lot of
civvies around, sir. Timing's off."

"I'm sure we'll have to come back
later. For now, let's make HQ happy and
grab some intel for our initial report,
okay?"

"Yes, sir," I mumbled. It's just that—"

That's when I heard Theron yell, "I
didn't mean to kill them!" Then, I heard
him scream followed by a loud crack=-
ling noise.

"Jennifer! Theron's feed went dark."
Miles barked. "You need to—"

Miles did not have to finish their
command. Without thinking, I dropped
everything, and sprinted to where
Theron once stood. I looked around, but
he wasn't there. I saw his footprints,
obvious signs of a scuffle, then noth-
ing. He simply disappeared.

"What happened?" I asked the man
in the basketball shorts. Thankfully,
I managed to avoid breaking cover. "I
heard a scream "

“"Friend of yours?" the man asked,
glaring at me. The man's face was
odd and angular, as if the skin was
stretched too tight over his cheeks, and
his 1lips were so thin they were as white
as his teeth.

"Just worried," I replied. I opted
to play the concerned=-citizen card.
“"A scream like that? I hope no one got
hurt."

The man snorted. "Yeah, hurt. I
guess you'd worry about them more than

me."
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"Sorry?" I said, praying Miles
wouldn't interrupt. I ripped my ear=-
buds out just in case. "What did you
say ™

The man lowered his voice, then
said: "Go ahead and call the cops. You
won't ind him."

My heart was pounding. Was this
the ENE we were supposed to locate?
W"I-I-I don't understand. Did someone
go missing? Here? In front of all these
people?"

I was telling the truth. How could
Theron vanish like that? I wasn't that
far away!

"If you are who I think you are," the
man 