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  Prologue




   




  Seven years earlier—




   




  The endless tunnels they walked through swallowed every whisper Kaltor's young feet uttered. Even the flickering torchlight did little to dispel the black surroundings, as if the cave were laughing at their pitiful attempts to stave off the dark. The flames instead added to the effect, painting constantly shifting shadows along each wall's cracks and crevices.




  He shuffled along after his parents, heartbeat racing, staring at his feet in an endless search for sure footing. It distracted him from the twitching shadows, which his nervous imagination insisted hid terrible creatures.




  The dark did provide unexpected peace within its thick, cold folds. Here, at least, he didn't have to meet his parents' nervous eyes, a constant reminder that the whole journey was his fault.




  The still, icy air and lifeless walls gave the impression that the living didn't belong here at all. Goosebumps bubbled across his arms and back. He shuddered nervously, his mind constantly playing with his imagination, suggesting each twitching shadow concealed a claw or fang waiting to attack the moment he turned his back to it.




  The loose tunic and trousers he wore for the summer heat did no good here. The cold chewed at his flesh sadistically, especially if an occasional drop of water from above found its way down the nape of his neck.




  We were living in Levarion as a family— everything was fine, he thought darkly. Then I stopped that bully. He was so much bigger than me that I had to use my full strength. Mom says I did the right thing, but if so, then why did we leave the city so fast? What were we running from? Why are they telling me I have to live with this man Taneth now and hide my power?




  An hour passed this way, maybe more. The only means he had for telling the passage of time was the growing hunger in his belly, gnawing on his insides like a rodent digging for freedom. Still, he kept the discomfort to himself. Master Taneth walked ahead of him, a living edifice of weathered skin and deep scars. He wouldn't give Kaltor much quarter.




  Gritting his teeth, Kaltor tried to fight off his fears with skin vision. He felt his concentration slip in his haste. Healing energy flooded his body instead. Kerslatch! he thought, hissing in painful frustration. That's what mother says when she messes this up. Wrong gland!




  The energy swirled in his limbs with no wounds to heal, coagulating his blood while still in his veins. Clutching the nearby wall, he released the energy into the rock, venting it from his body. The earth above them vibrated threateningly. A dozen loosened water droplets fell across his face and shoulders and he shuddered.




  "Easy boy," Taneth said, putting a firm, calloused hand on Kaltor’s shoulder. "You’ll learn in time, but for now just stick to the torchlight. The Undying Storm is above us. The less attention we attract, the better. It could still cause a cave in, even this far from the surface."




  "Yes sir," Kaltor answered meekly, following behind the Battleborn Master. He couldn’t shake the feeling that even if he disobeyed his parents and used his full strength this man could still take him. You didn’t become the king’s best Battleborn through political allies and clever storytelling.




  Gereth led the four of them through the maze of tunnels, always sticking to the ones leading upward. Krin followed close behind them, cradling Keevan in her arms. At each intersection, Taneth picked up a loose stone and set it at the entrance to the tunnel they’d exited from.




  "Just in case your father gets us lost," he said with a wink.




  "Daddy wouldn’t do that," Kaltor replied solemnly, standing up as straight as his ten-year old frame allowed. His lower lip trembled from the cold, but he managed to stave off the impulse momentarily. "He studies a lot of books. He’s never wrong."




  "Of course, son," Taneth answered with a dark chuckle. "Of course he’s not."




  Light peeked at them from around the corner, cutting off their small conversation. Krin sighed in relief and nuzzled Keevan's infant face. "You were such a good boy in the tunnel," she cooed. "Such a good boy."




  Her tone was motherly, but her eyes were sad. Gereth looked back at Keevan with a similar expression, tickling the baby's neck with a sad smile. Then he pulled away, leading them to the exit.




  Something else is wrong, Kaltor realized. I don’t understand. They were so happy with him before his eyes glowed blue, brighter than Dad's. Wouldn't having a Sight Seeker in the family, one even stronger than Dad, be a good thing? Why are they so sad, then? What does it mean? Two more twists of the tunnel and they walked out on a hillside, hugging the bottom of a tall ridge that dug in a deep trench around the mountain ahead of them.




  "Yay!" Kaltor cried, running past Gereth with his arms in the air. The heavy scents of pine, oak, and hemlock trees welcomed his nostrils back to the surface. The hot summer sun rained warmth and sunlight directly down on their shoulders, forcing them to squint their eyes for a moment. A warm breeze sifted through his hair. Behind them, the ridge they’d emerged from lay forever trapped in shadow.




  The Undying Storm raged in the shape of a thick halo around the mountain, contained enough for the sun to shine around it. Black, rainless clouds writhed against each other like demonic snakes in an eternal wrestling match. Any Varadours who drew on their power while beneath the clouds would receive a lightning bolt for their trouble, unless they were beneath the earth itself.




  The storm surrounded the ‘Maker’s Spear.’ The mountain shot up so high it gave the impression that it led straight into Haven itself, the Maker’s home. The storm surrounded it like a black halo, never touching it, but never floating away. Other clouds oozed around or over it like river water flowing around a heavy stone.




  "This way," Gereth said, pointing up the mountainside. The leftovers of a dozen avalanches were piled atop a dry river bed heading up the Maker’s Spear, sheer cliffs on either side. The rocks trembled threateningly beneath their feet as they climbed the unsteady trail, sometimes forcing them to crawl on all fours. Mild earthquakes rose and fell, as if some wave of subterranean creatures were approaching. Kaltor hissed in pain a few times when forced to grab a particularly hot stone for support.




  "First the cold dark, and now the hot sun," he grumbled quietly. He caught sight of a beetle fleeing his presence as the stones below shifted. At least there's some life here, though, he thought gratefully. Better this than the empty tunnels.




  "That’s it!" Gereth instructed, pointing toward a tight copse of pine trees a quarter mile up the mountain side. His pace was the slowest of them all. Sight Seeker power didn't do much for physical strength or coordination, which was ironic in this case, since they relied on him as their guide.




  Kaltor scrambled ahead, passing Krin and Taneth. His lighter weight made traversing the rough chunks of black granite much easier. The Battleborn master was taking the baby in his arms each time Krin had to jump a wide crevasse. Kaltor slowed down as he crawled alongside Gereth.




  "Father," he asked, "are you going to use the altar?"




  "No," Gereth said with a chuckle, teetering on a loose stone before jumping to a larger one a few feet ahead. A stronger quake struck, forcing them to hold on and wait it out. "Your mother has that privilege. I’m just the one to find it."




  "Why?" Kaltor asked, full of a child’s curiosity. "Why can’t you do it, if she can?"




  Gereth licked his lips, glancing back down at the map in his left hand. The right clung fiercely to the next hand hold. "Your mother is on better terms with the Maker than I, or at least what this old relic may think his will is. I’ve never given him much credence. This is more like talking to a soldier who's waited a thousand years for a new set of orders. She’s followed the Peace Binder religion to the point of madness. She just needs to touch the altar and pray."




  Cocking his head to one side in confusion, Kaltor pried. "It’s mad to follow the Maker?"




  "Depends on who you ask," Gereth said with a shrug. "I just prefer to trust the power I can see. I’m not much for following what I can’t."




  The earth heaved suddenly and Kaltor’s footing plummeted beneath him. He shot down a narrow chasm. He heard Krin's scream through the groans of tired stone above him. In Levarion, he stood an inch taller than most children his age. Here, a rock as large as Gereth fell toward him, dwarfing him in comparison.




  Varadour power rushed through him, guided by instinct rather than training. He caught the hot, rough stone in his little hands. He kicked his legs out against another stone behind him for support. His lungs and muscles seethed with exertion and sudden power. Warm air rushed through his nostrils.




  Oh, Maker's folly! he thought bitterly. Now I'm going to get in trouble for using my power again!




  He hovered against the boulder for a moment, the earth's persistent weight against Kaltor's untrained power. Bits of dirt and writhing bugs fell beneath Kaltor’s little tunic, clawing and itching against his skin. He heard Krin and Gereth shouting, but their voices where muffled. With a grunt, he pushed the stone aside. It collapsed next to him, groaning contently at its new abode in the earth.




  Taneth was there immediately. He looked shaken, his face white with shock as he spoke. "You were right about him, Krin. Only a Remnant can have that kind of power, and a child at that!"




  He pulled Kaltor up on top of the boulder. His calloused hands scratched against Kaltor's skin in search of any kind of injury. The Battleborn sent a small dose of healing energy into Kaltor's chaffed hands where the large stone had dug into his palms. Taneth smelled like worn leather, sweat, and burnt cedar.




  "Are you alright?" he asked, tussling Kaltor's hair.




  "Y-Yes," Kaltor said meekly, scratching the bugs loose from beneath his tunic. When he saw Krin, he hung his head in shame. He glanced from Gereth to Krin, wondering which would yell at him this time. The last time he’d used his power so strongly, back in Shaylis, they’d got scared, gathered their things and left the city within a single day. The whole while they made him promise never to use his strength in front of anyone else.




  "I’m sorry," he muttered.




  "It’s alright, my son," Krin said affectionately, and she handed Keevan to Taneth before wrapping Kaltor in so fierce an embrace his feet left the ground. "Here, when it’s just the three of us, you can be yourself without fear of others."




  "Oh," Kaltor said, not really understanding the full implications, short of not being in trouble this time. He knew her strength in Varadour power and even Taneth’s, a master Battleborn, was weaker than his. Someday, perhaps, he’d understand why. He leapt to the next rock, following after Gereth, who’d pressed on once he saw Kaltor was safe.




  They walked through the pine trees which had grown so tightly together he had to suck in his belly to slide through them. The adults had a harder time of it, cutting and hacking their way through with dagger and sword. Gereth even got stuck once, and Taneth helped him by pushing two trees further apart with a grunt of effort. They stepped out onto a low-growing field of dandelions.




  The altar sat in the middle of the open clearing. It was forged of a strange, white metal in a bowl shape with a thick base leading into the ground. It looked like an empty pool, large enough for a single man. When Kaltor got closer, he realized it was all one solid piece of metal. There were no creases where one piece was nailed or even melted into another.




  He picked up a stone and scratched the side of it curiously. Obsidian bits flecked away against the impregnable substance. Touching the white metal, he paused in surprise. It was warm to the touch, even at the base of the bowl, forever in the sun's shadow.




  The bowl was tall as Kaltor, making the relic look extra imposing since he couldn't see anything within it. Krin walked right up to it, facing the bowl, nuzzling Keevan in her arms. Taneth and Gereth walked to either side of her, watching the altar in nervous curiosity.




  "You sure you know what you’re doing?" Taneth asked, stroking the hilt of his sword. "If something goes wrong, you’re dealing with powers neither I nor Gereth can match."




  "The writings are clear," Krin said, pulling a scroll from a pocket inside her robe. She laid it in the bowl of the altar. "Put Kaltor in here, please."




  Taneth grabbed Kaltor by the armpits and hoisted him into the bowl. The white metal container was speckled with loose pine needles, dead bugs, and the like. Did we come all this way to look at spiders? he wondered, poking a large dead one with his finger.




  The shiny white metal contrasted sharply with the creature's black carapace. Something else itched on his scalp and he scratched his head, sending an assortment of ants and debris into the bowl. The bugs immediately bolted away, skittering across the white metal as if it were on fire.




  Krin set the baby on the opposite side of the altar, facing Kaltor. Keevan’s eyes burst into brilliant blue light, examining his surroundings through his Sight Seeker power. It was a stronger light than even Gereth could manage. He and his brother were alike, both Remnants. Kaltor was more powerful than Krin, their mother, and Keevan more so than Gereth, their father.




  "You’ll let me seal up the link afterward, right?" Gereth asked tentatively. He regarded the altar like someone seeing fire for the first time, uncertain how best to use it without getting burned. "We need to make sure their link doesn’t surface until he’s old enough to be of use."




  "I’d say he’s already strong enough to be ‘of use,’" Taneth pointed out, jerking his thumb over his shoulder toward the rocks they’d just climbed along. "We just need to make sure he doesn’t run off after his little brother. Secrecy is everything here, until they’re old enough to manage their own affairs."




  "It will be fine," Krin said touching Gereth’s arm affectionately. She knelt before the altar. Her chin and clasped hands poked out above the lip of the bowl, giving Kaltor a clear view of her fervent expression as she closed her eyes. "Now kneel before the altar and show some respect."




  Gereth and Taneth grunted in wordless agreement and joined her on either side. The moment Krin’s lips moved in silent whispers, the altar suddenly felt hot behind Kaltor’s legs. It wasn't enough to burn his skin, but little flecks of sweat budded up along his brow and chest in response.




  Thick, silver liquid bubbled up from the metal itself, as if pulled from a sponge. It rippled out in thin streams like water, but when it touched Keevan it wrapped around the back of his head and solidified, keeping his mouth and nose above the surface as more and more of it oozed into the bowl.




  Whatever power this thing is drawing on, it’s alive and smart enough to keep a baby from drowning, Kaltor realized. The hairs on his arms and neck stood on end as his skin buzzed with the warm energy tickling his flesh. Soon, only his head remained above the liquid. Keevan shared a similar position, his eyes glowing a vibrant blue as he curiously watched the scene before them.




  Krin convulsed suddenly, gasping for air as if she’d been pinned underwater for a full minute. "How long did that take?" she asked, massaging her temples as she teetered dizzily.




  "We only just knelt down," Gereth said, putting a concerned hand on her shoulder. "Are you alright? What happened?"




  "I spoke with a Keeper, a man named Taguari, for over an hour," Krin said firmly. She looked around in confusion. Shielding her eyes with one hand, she glanced up at the sun. It still hung on the edge of the Undying Storm around the Maker's spear. She nodded in acceptance of the truth. "I never thought the Maker and his spirits could slow time. I was certain we talked for at least an hour."




  "Well, here, you trembled pretty quickly. That’s all, though," Taneth assured her. Scratching the back of his head nervously, he pointed at Kaltor and Keevan, still immersed in the thick, crystalline liquid. "Is it done, then?"




  "Almost," Krin said, rising to her feet.




  Reaching into the bowl in front of her, she pulled a silver blade from the liquid. The handle was ornately carved in ancient letterings. The simple, double-sided blade was as long as Kaltor's arm. It must have formed while beneath the shimmering surface, since the bowl was very much empty beforehand.




  "They need to hold hands," she instructed. "Kaltor, reach out to Keevan. Gereth, don’t touch the water." Kaltor did as she asked, feeling a bit stupid holding out his hand to a baby.




  "Water?" Gereth said incredulously. "Not likely," He pulled off his robe, though, keeping its wide sleeves from the glossy, silver surface.




  The liquid pushed Keevan further up, allowing Gereth to reach his wrist without disturbing its surface. He pulled the infant closer to Kaltor and they held hands. Krin put the blade in between her sons’ palms and sliced.




  The brief pain subsided surprisingly fast as the silver liquid seeped into their wounds. It delivered a stronger version of the pin-prickling sensation it sent along his skin, warm and thick, but not unpleasant.




  Another— presence, opened up to Kaltor’s mind. He could sense Keevan’s curiosity at his surroundings, mild discontent at his sliced hand, and growing hunger. The liquid worked well to hold back the pain. It kept Keevan from crying, at least (it was amazing how something so small and fragile could so heavily assault the ears).




  Their hands throbbed and Kaltor’s vision shifted. Suddenly, he saw thin, web-like strands of energy in the minds of adult and infant alike. Something in his vision shifted and now every drop of water on their clothing glowed with blue light. The warmth of their bodies glowed orange.




  This is what Keevan sees, Kaltor realized in awe. It’s the full strength of a Sight Seeker, connecting to all the different powers, even extinct ones. Dad told me the others were destroyed during a war he called, 'The Crippling'. Keevan's not limited to just one or two powers, like Gereth is. The spider-web energies of the minds of others, the elements of the sky—




  His vision shifted yet again and everyone’s skin but Gereth’s glowed brightly. There’s the Varadour power as well. No wonder we can’t sneak up on Sight Seekers, Kaltor realized. We glow like a torch in the night to them.




  With a blink of shock, he saw Keevan glowing with the same energy. The infant sat up straight, turning his head with an unusual amount of control. He flexed his hands, staring at them curiously as he opened and closed them. He’s connected to mine, as well. It's enhancing his strength and agility. We’re sharing our powers.




  Kaltor smiled at the infant, the only other person who could understand the burden of a life as a Remnant. In the short months since he'd first used his powers, he wasn't sure yet if it was a curse or a blessing. Oh, little brother, I can’t wait until we’re grown and fighting together. Mother and Father will be so proud of us! Then we can live as a family again and everything will be like it was before I fought that bully.




  Gereth put a hand to both his sons’ heads, his eyes glowing blue. Keevan's emotions in Kaltor’s mind and the power they shared faded into a dull whisper. With a nod of satisfaction, he looked to Krin. "They’re ready," he said.




  "It’s done then," Krin agreed. The knife melted back into the liquid, which seeped back into the altar, leaving a silver scar across Kaltor’s and Keevan’s right palms. The altar stopped glowing, turning back to hard, white metal. Their clothes, skin, and even Krin’s parchment were perfectly dry. She re-wrapped the baby in his cotton bundle, tying either end to a rope so Keevan hung across her chest in a type of sling.




  "Well, that was something I never thought I'd—" Taneth flinched with a sudden intake of breath, sprinting south toward the tunnel. He scampered up the tallest pine tree with shocking ease, then hovered near its peak. His eyes were fixed, looking out over the dead waste created by the Undying Storm.




  "What’s wrong, Taneth?" Gereth called.




  Hurrying back down the tree, Taneth hummed with Varadour power. "A Levarion detachment," he reported. "I’d estimate a couple hundred soldiers or so. They must be searching for raiding parties."




  Krin caught Gereth’s shoulder, worry flashing in her eyes. "You don’t think they know about the tunnel, do you?"




  "Doesn’t matter," Taneth grunted. "If they see our tracks or find the horses they can just wait for us at the entrance. We can’t risk meeting them together. Who knows what they’d do if they saw Keevan’s eyes from a distance? Some of those men aren't above killing a Remnant's parents and taking him for their own."




  "We can’t just wait here!" Krin said, licking her lips nervously. She looked from the child in her arms to Kaltor. "We can’t risk anyone knowing about them before they’re ready."




  "I know," Taneth sighed, glancing at Kaltor. Then he looked up, taking in the Undying Storm’s black halo around the mountain with a nervous gulp. "You two go with Kaltor. He can hide his gift well enough. I — can get past the storm without it or any Varadours sensing me."




  "Oh— that technique," Krin said, but even as her eyes lit up with enthusiasm at the idea she frowned. "That’s going to hurt a lot."




  "We developed it together, Krin. You know I can manage it," Taneth assured her. "It’s only a mile or so across."




  "What about Keevan?" she asked, biting her lower lip and staring at her infant son.




  "I have a friend from the war, a fellow Battleborn. He's one of the best. His family died in the last Malagian raid, including his little brother," Taneth pulled the cloth aside, admiring Keevan’s pudgy features.




  His voice was soft and soothing as he gently pried the baby from her arms. No one spoke for a moment, sharing unspoken farewells.




  What?! Kaltor thought in shock, taking an involuntary step forward. Taneth is taking Keevan?! But if I'm leaving because all this is about me, why aren't they keeping the baby? Why do I feel so scared all of a sudden?




  Gereth's steel eyes and clenched jaw didn't answer any of Kaltor's questions— they only insisted that whatever happened today was as necessary as it was difficult. Gereth was letting Keevan go.




  Kaltor clenched his fists in frustration. I don't want him to go! I'm a Remnant! I will stop anyone who threatens us. He paused then, glancing down at his hands.




  Oh right, I'm not supposed to use my power, he sighed, watching Taneth hold Keevan. We can't separate our family like this. I only had a little brother for a month. Why can't we be a family for a little longer?




  "My friend will protect this child with his life. His aunt lives on a large farm on the western border. She can suckle the child and prepare him. He’ll be far from anyone else who could suspect and misuse his powers."




  "I don’t need to remind you what’s at stake, do I?" Gereth pried, blue energy flashing dangerously in his eyes as he held Krin back. She cried into his shoulder, still reaching out to Keevan with one hand. "Or what will happen should we be betrayed?"




  "You have the link," Taneth said, pointing at Kaltor. "You’ll know if anything goes wrong, as well as how to find him if the worst should happen. I assure you, this man is the best I’ve trained yet."




  "What’s his name?" Krin asked in between sobs, looking up from Gereth's moist and now wrinkled tunic.




  "No," Taneth replied flatly. "You two aren’t to visit the farm or even know the name of his bodyguard. Dangerous people are going to find out about these two eventually. We don’t want any mention of Keevan’s location in as much as a word of careless conversation."




  "That’s absurd!" Krin spat. "He’s my son! I—"




  "That’s enough, Krin," Gereth said. He wrapped his arms around her, whispering in her ear. She sputtered an angry combination of tears and broken phrases.




  "They belong to the world more than to us," Gereth continued. "We have enemies in the king’s court tracking our movements," His voice was low and serious. "If we know Keevan’s location, they will too, given time. For now, we have the link through Kaltor. I’m so sorry, my love. It’s the best we can do."




  Kaltor opened his hand and stared at his silver-scarred palm. He recalled the wonderful flood of power he’d felt in the altar. Now the connection was dull and vague. I’ll find him again. Then our family will be together. I’ll train hard, Keevan. Then I’ll find you and we will protect everyone. I promise.




  Lying there in Taneth's arms, the little baby squirmed. His fragile little body shifted and pivoted, his vibrant eyes resonating with power. The adults fell silent, watching the child curiously. Keevan watched Kaltor with an unblinking, content smile. The scars on their right hands flickered with silver light.




  A little voice echoed in Kaltor's mind. A feeling he could only describe with the words. "I trust you."




   




   




   




  Chapter 1




   




  Protect everyone, Kaltor thought bitterly, recalling his thoughts seven years ago at the altar. Only weeks later, Keevan and his protector had disappeared. Ever since that morning, his connection to his brother had felt particularly cold and distant, except for the rare moments of danger in which they shared their powers.




  Thin wisps of cool fog floated on the night air as if spun from a painter’s long, delicate brush strokes. The quarter moon above added a stark contrast of light and shadow to the scene. The night's chilled air and dark clouds didn't help his mood much, sending shivers up his back every time it managed to sneak in beneath the folds of his cloak. I couldn’t even protect Taneth’s arm. Now they won’t let me into the council.




  Two days had passed since the siege of Shaylis. He sat on a stack of wooden crates in a dark alley, glaring at the town hall across the street. He flipped a dagger in the air, using his good hand to catch it by the hilt with a brief burst of skin vision. He wore his full array of leather armor, daggers, and throwing blades, one arm still in a sling from his fight with Maelyth two days earlier. It still tingled painfully if he tried to fully extend it.




  The door across the street snapped open and closed again, momentarily outlining Gereth in the torchlight within. The royal advisor broke through a few finger-widths of fog and headed east, toward the castle, his feet tapping lightly on the smooth cobblestones.




  Finally, Kaltor thought, slipping off a large crate. His soft leather boots slid quietly across the stones. He scratched the scraggly beard covering his cheeks and neck with quarter-inch long fingernails. He'd need to shave again when he got back to his room, not to mention trim his fingers. By far the Blood-Break's most annoying consequence was accelerated hair and nail growth.




  Falling into step a dozen paces behind his father, Kaltor easily kept out of sight. Some Sight Seekers could see Varadour energy, but that talent did Gereth little good if he neglected to look over his shoulder. I can get some answers. Not just about the council.




  In the last two days, Kaltor had never seen his parents together for more than a few passing minutes. Krin stayed at the nearby Peacebinder church, coordinating relief efforts among the wounded and fatherless. Gereth worked in the castle on that compass of his when his position as a royal advisor didn’t call him to meetings with noblemen and the like. After the most recent siege, the people either clung to their beliefs all the tighter or abandoned them completely.




  This late at night the streets were empty except for the occasional shadows of the town watchmen patrolling in pairs. They had used to use torchlight to guide their paths as they watched from rooftops, but with the Destroyer using winged assassins like the Zulaks, making themselves such blatant targets on the top of a building was out of the question.




  Instead, they either hummed in Kaltor’s mind with Varadour skin vision or their eyes glowed faintly with the energy of a Sight Seeker. It was one of the many subtle changes reminding him of the Destroyer’s reach, already ravaging Shaylis twice in two short months.




  "Gereth," Krin said, emerging from a thicker tangle of fog at an intersection. The brown tassels on her azure hood marked her rank among the Peacebinders in Shaylis.




  Kaltor stepped to the side, crouching behind an empty wagon and listening intently. The chance to observe them alone was too good to pass up. His skin tingled with anxiety, some concern he couldn’t quite put his finger on torturing his thoughts. The Destroyer’s devastation usually brought them closer together— so why were his parents so distant now?




  "Hello, Krin," Gereth replied frostily. An owl sailed silently overhead, searching for an evening snack among the refuse of the street. "What are you doing out so late?"




  "One of the widows was with child when her husband died," she answered, fatigue evident in her voice. "We just delivered her baby and arranged to tend to them both at her brother’s house. He was crippled in one of the building collapses and needs someone to tend to him."




  "I’m sorry for your trouble," Gereth said, his tone irritated. The paper of a wound-up scroll crinkled in his hands. "The council was taxing on me as well. I have Kaltor and Taneth’s orders right here. It took them an hour just to settle on the matter of Taneth, much less select someone to pursue the Destroyer. A day wasted that we could already have spent close on her heels."




  Kaltor’s spirits sank a bit at the mention of Taneth. He rested his head on the back of the wagon and punched his own hip in frustration. The Battleborn master’s wound changed everything within their little group of assassins. Their trainer had always been the strongest fighter and the most dangerous of them all.




  How could Taneth lead and teach them when his students could likely outfight him now? Would those students ever truly forgive Kaltor for amputating Taneth’s arm?




  "Yes, but a necessary day, perhaps," Krin said, her voice smoldering like the coals of a dying fire. "We are only human. These people cannot go without time to rest and mourn. They—"




  "They’ll have time for that, either when they’re dead or she is!" Gereth spat.




  Krin paused, glancing down at his chest. "You’re wearing it now aren’t you? Your experiments with the compass always make you difficult to be around. That’s the Abyss’ handiwork, Gereth. You should leave it alone."




  Every self-condemning thought paused then and there, his mind honing in on much more dangerous conclusions. Oh, of course! he chided himself. Father couldn't possibly figure out the compass without using dark magic to guide him. I was so relieved earlier to have a compass to lead us to her, I never actually considered where or how he got it.




  "This piece of handiwork," Gereth insisted, gripping something metallic behind his dark green tunic. "Will lead us straight to her. That’s something we both want. Why do you oppose killing her?"




  "I oppose using this particular method," Krin said openly, her eyes flashing as her lips pucker with anger. "Because I fear it will cost me the soul of my husband and possibly the life of my son as well."




  "Kaltor’s a Remnant," Gereth said, dropping his voice to a whisper so faint that Kaltor needed to enhance his hearing as well to pick it up.




  Since Krin was a Varadour, he gritted his teeth and masked the energy he used to eavesdrop. The pressure built painfully in his flesh, like steam in a plugged tea kettle. He also heard a nest of squeaking mice hiding beneath a drain nearby, almost drowning out his parents' voices with their chittering. "He can survive whatever she unleashes," he heard Gereth add.




  Kaltor’s head throbbed from the extended masking and his stomach writhed nauseously, but he needed these answers. He softly rested one hand on the cold, wet cobblestones as his legs trembled with pain, trying to steady himself against the wagon with his free hand.




  Kerslatch! he swore in his mind. Taneth said masking small amounts of power gets easier over time— when exactly is that supposed to kick in?




  "The Destroyer is from the Age of Tears!" Krin snapped at Gereth, her tense voice helping to distract Kaltor from the pain of picking their low conversation out of the fog-laden air. "A Remnant to us is only what a regular Varadour was then! She’s killed hundreds like our son, and now she knows about his link to Keevan as well! How long until she finds a way to attack it?"




  "Hence, my haste to kill her. Now!" Gereth insisted, throwing his arms into the air in frustration. He pivoted on his heel and turned away. "By the Gods, woman, we’ll settle this later. Not you, not the council, and not even Taleveer will doubt my power when I bring back her head!"




  Krin didn’t pursue him. She only stood there, watching him leave. She stifled a sob. To no one in particular, she added, "Then there’s that. The demon’s in my friend, Rivatha. Isn’t there a way to pull it out without killing her, too? Her life as a Malagian ambassador wasn’t easy. Marrying Melshek was the best thing I ever saw happen to her."




  She closed her eyes, held her shoulders tightly, and prayed, "Dear Maker, watch over my husband and sons. They’re all I really have in this world."




  She headed down the street, walking right past Kaltor without knowing. It took every ounce of self-discipline to not gasp with glorious relief when he stopped using his power.




  Masking wasn’t exactly ‘healthy’ for a Varadour. Too much of it and one of his glands could squelch. Going for a few days without one of his powers, especially in times like these, was a risk he couldn’t accept. There were risks of permanent damage to a gland, as well, if you over-exerted it.




  Krin’s footsteps faded into the distance, and Kaltor turned back in pursuit of Gereth. Got to find out what those orders are for Taneth, he thought nervously. What use can they make of a one-armed assassin?




  Gereth paused when Kaltor got within a few paces behind him, glancing over his shoulder with a knowing smile and sky-blue glowing eyes. "I told them if I just headed back to my chambers, you’d find me."




  "I need to know what went on in there," Kaltor insisted, walking alongside his father. They continued down the road together, resembling a pair of watchmen as they used their powers to pierce the night even further. "The meeting went longer than expected."




  "True," Gereth admitted with a tired sigh. "No one expected Taneth to suffer such a wound. It will grieve the king to know his favorite Battleborn is of little use now."




  "That’s the decision, then?" Kaltor pried. His legs wobbled unsteadily from the earlier masking, but at least the nausea was fading. "He’s just to be discarded once his wounds are too serious?"




  Is that the fate that awaits me? Kaltor thought with a chill. Will they cast me aside too if I take an injury even I can’t heal from?




  Gereth glanced into the dark sky, his eyes flashing blue for a moment. "No Zulaks at least," he muttered under his breath, gripping the compass beneath his tunic. "Is she weaker now? Did the transition affect her so greatly?"




  "Dad—" Kaltor said cautiously. "Are you alright? What about Taneth?"




  The Sight Seeker jumped suddenly, as if seeing his son for the first time. "Oh! Sorry, Kaltor, I was thinking about something else. Here," He handed over a scroll of heavy paper. "These are Taneth’s orders. Take them to him straight away. I’m sure he’s awake."




  "Answer the question," Kaltor insisted, taking the scroll but glaring intently at his father. "Are you alright? What has that compass been doing to you?"




  Gereth’s nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed angrily, but Kaltor saw it in his eyes, just a flicker. "Your mother asks me that all the time these days!" he spat. "None of you will question me once the Destroyer’s beaten!" With that he spun away and retreated into the night. Kaltor didn’t move right away, staring at the scroll in his hands and facing the grim truth.




  There was dark power in his eyes, he thought grimly. It was just a flicker of it, but he was too angry and irritated to hide it. He’s tampering with Abyssian magic to track the Destroyer. Maker’s might, I hope he doesn’t trade his soul for the demon’s destruction! I couldn’t bear it if I had to hurt him.




  The uncertain future melted away from his thoughts as he opened the scroll and read the contents under the bleak moonlight. There were obvious details for the mission ahead, but the most important part stood out like a beacon in his sorrowful mind.




  ‘Master Taneth, we, the Council of Shaylis, thank you for your service in training the Battleborn. Before retiring, we ask you to take your remaining Stunts and accompany Krin as they journey through the eastern cities on Peacebinder business.’




  Kaltor gulped nervously, glancing around as if worried Taneth might materialize from the shadows and gut him on the spot. They’ve reduced him to a figurehead— the great Taneth of Shaylis now retired from service. What will this do to him? He tried to take his own life once before, will he do so again?




  Kaltor rolled the scroll back up, not an easy feat, since his hands shook with anger and fear. I suppose that’s my punishment, then, he decided, heading toward the healing wing of the castle. It’s my fault he lost his arm in the first place. What if he tries to spar with me over this? I couldn’t bear beating him and breaking his spirit further!




  He scratched the back of his head angrily, catching onto the only bright thought he could muster. I wonder if Selene’s with him now? It’s bad enough to need that man’s forgiveness. Why did I have to fall in love with his daughter, too?




   




  *****




   




  Kaltor hesitated a moment in front of the thick wooden door, his stomach twisting around like two bolts of lightning in a stew pot. The scroll in his hand was light to the touch, but the heavy burden it was about to bequeath set his teeth on edge. The cloak around his shoulders felt stuffy and restricting now that the wind's cold fingers couldn't reach him.




  Giving the news was his responsibility. Surviving the experience, his challenge.




  He paced back and forth along the stone passageway, debating how best to handle the impending doom. Varadour energy emanated from inside Taneth’s room as his former master worked through his daily workout, regaining his old strength one day at a time. Some of it, at least—with only one arm, he couldn't hope to ever become the great warrior he had once been.




  Two thick-chested Sight Seekers in shining plate mail watched Kaltor curiously from their posts on either side of the door. Their presence was for tradition’s sake, mostly. "Bad news, I take it?" one guard asked, a hint of pity in his voice.




  "For him— yes," Kaltor admitted, glaring at the door as if it were a metal trap he couldn’t risk setting foot in.




  "Best tell it to his face, then," the other guard added. "The last healer who tried to hint at his new ‘limitations’ got thrown out by his hair, after Taneth finished with him."




  A shudder danced along Kaltor’s skin like a wary fly fleeing a person’s oncoming hand. Great— Taneth’s in a fury, he thought bitterly. What could possibly make this conversation any worse?




  With a shaky breath, Kaltor put his knuckles to the door and rapped the wood roughly with his hard knuckles. The guards licked their lips and took a tentative step back in either direction.




  "We’ll send for a healer if the conversation gets too heated," the first one promised in a low whisper.




  "Come on in, Kaltor!" Taneth called, sounding oddly cheerful.




  Kaltor blinked in surprise and opened the door. He hadn’t realized he was drawing on his Varadour power as he knocked, bracing for some sudden attack. At least Taneth’s powers were as perceptive as ever, even if he now only had three extremities.




  The room smelled like lemon-dipped sheets and rose-scented candles, but his enhanced sense of smell picked up the dried blood and sweat they were in place to hide. Candles burned steadily atop the table and wardrobe, putting out a constant warm glow.




  Taneth sat up in his bed, handling a heavy weight in his arm. A half-finished meal of apples, bread, and cheese lay on the small table next to him. That explained his good mood. This was probably the first time he'd worked up a sweat in days.




  The window behind him would have offered some light, but it was still in the pre-dawn hour. The Battleborn master’s chest, neck, and arm were bandaged in various places. He’d basically given Maelyth someone to beat on while Kaltor saved Selene during the siege.




  "You’re looking well, sir," Kaltor offered kindly, flashing a weak smile.




  "Sir? You haven’t called me that in while—" Taneth glanced down at the scroll, his lips curling into a sneer. "You want to tell me what this is all about?"




  "Honestly? No, I don’t," Kaltor said quietly. He shuffled alongside Taneth's bed, his gaze hugging the floor as he handed the scroll over. He still watched his former-master with skin vision though, just in case.




  Taneth knocked the scroll aside, sending the roll of paper bouncing along the floor as if it were leaping for joy at leaving Taneth’s immediate presence. Kaltor hopped back a step, as if the blow had struck him squarely on the face.




  "You tell me," Taneth demanded, pointing the heavy weight Kaltor’s direction like a sword. "I need to hear this from you. You kept me alive for this when I wanted to end it."




  Kaltor watched the potential projectile in Taneth’s hand carefully, ready to dance aside if necessary. "After the battle, my father returned to his room. He said he had to calibrate the compass so it could track the Destroyer better. Something about her shifting to a new power source. She’s not using the Abyssians anymore."




  "How can he possibly know that?" Taneth demanded, rolling out of bed. His small underclothes revealed wounds on his legs still wrapped in fresh cotton bandages. He stretched his muscles and sighed contently, flexing his arm. He’d spent two days bedridden. For a Varadour warrior like him, getting up must have felt divine.




  "He’s done a lot of research at the library in the last month," Kaltor explained, walking to the opposite side of the bed. A heavy oak wardrobe lay against the wall behind him. If Taneth did fly into a rage, he wanted as many obstacles between them as possible. "Including capturing a couple of the Destroyer’s spies. He’s confident his compass can lead us straight to her."




  "Kaltor," Taneth said seriously. He opened a chest by the wall next to the bed, and pulled out the tattered remains of his Battleborn equipment. It was washed and patched up now, stitched to a close where Taneth’s right arm used to be.




  The Battleborn master wobbled unsteadily for a moment, putting his hand against the wall to steady himself, then resumed donning his armor. "You can’t track something in this world without some connection to it. Gereth couldn’t have gotten as far as creating a demon-hunting artifact all on his own, with only Sight Seeker power to guide him."




  "They’ve used a different power once before and things worked out fine," Kaltor retaliated, with a nervous gulp. He waved his right hand in the air. The connection to his Sight Seeker brother’s soul through their hand-scar was not accomplished by Sight Seeker means. "Even if it is, it’s something I’m prepared to deal with, after the Destroyer is dead."




  "Assuming he doesn’t get you killed along the way. Your mother wouldn’t approve," Taneth grunted angrily, trying to tie on his leather leggings with only one hand. His arm shook with either fatigue, anger, or both. Kaltor glanced at the ceiling, feigning nonchalance to spare his master any added embarrassment.




  It took Taneth multiple tries. Each time he failed to tie a knot he glared at Kaltor, daring him to offer aid or challenge. Taneth must have practiced one-handed knot tying during his brief incarceration by the healers, though, until he recovered enough strength to throw them out. After a few minutes on his own, he managed it.




  "My mother is preparing a group of Peacebinders. They’re leaving Shaylis," Kaltor answered, fighting to keep his voice as neutral as possible. He couldn’t risk giving voice to the sympathy he felt. The candle light gave Taneth a more dangerous gleam, highlighting his scars and emphasizing how unnatural the man looked with only one arm.




  "Why?"




  "Father says the demon is recruiting more followers in other countries," Kaltor explained, not entirely sure he understood the process himself. He was a fighter, after all— an assassin, not a scholar. "She’s using their misguided faith as a new power source, so she doesn’t need the Abyss’ support for her actions. My mother’s going to preach against them and remove the demon’s power at its source."




  Taneth hissed angrily, pulled his sword, belt, and scabbard from the chest. Once he got his belt on, he drew the weapon. The motion lacked the fluidity and grace he usually had. His body had to re-learn how to balance its weight properly. "There’s no way Gereth could have figured that much out on his own. Do you know what’s really going on?"




  The image of Gereth holding that black compass flashed in Kaltor's mind, carrying with it his suspicions. He shuddered, pushed them aside. His father had his ambitions of course, but he wouldn’t risk everything and everyone by dealing with— them. Would he? Taneth’s stubborn nature struck against Kaltor’s conscience, igniting some anger of his own.




  "I know you’re still dressing for a hunt you’ve been dismissed from!" Kaltor snapped angrily.




  "Dismissed? I thought as much," Taneth replied coldly. "I’m not lying in bed for the next week while you go after the demon yourselves. Those are my woods. You’ll need my help."




  "You’re emotional and angry," Kaltor shot back, keeping his good hand on the hilt of his dagger. "Plus, you can’t keep up with the rest of us. You’ll be a liability in any fight we come across."




  The air coiled thickly around them, heavy, combustible. The guards hissed in shock on the other side of the wooden door.




  The rage started in Taneth’s eyes, flaring in shock and indignation. His hand leapt to his scabbard, whipping out his sword as he lunged forward with a feral scream. Varadour energy surged within him, bursting into life as the Battleborn master leapt forward.




  Kaltor whipped out his dagger, catching the first swing with the hilt of his weapon and twisting aside to avoid an incoming foot. Taneth leapt from the bed to the stone floor by the door, falling back to more reliable footing as he weaved and dodged. The first one to draw blood would win.




  Kerslatch! Kaltor thought, keeping his reactions steady as he countered Taneth’s attacks. What do I do? He tried to take his own life after we amputated his arm. If I beat him down, he might try it again. I couldn’t live with myself if he did. But if I let him win, he might put the rest of us in danger and demand to come along since he was strong enough to beat me.




  His eyes danced toward the scroll on the floor by the chest. Why can’t he just read the orders?




  The second Kaltor’s eyes flickered aside, Taneth’s power wavered briefly. A signal.




  The wardrobe behind him exploded. Dark combat leather, flashing metal, and an auburn ponytail shot toward him with a feminine roar of anger. The surprise that slowed his reflexes didn’t come from shock, but from the identity of his attacker. The woman he loved flew through the air at him, dagger in hand.




  His feelings for her were clearly not reciprocated.




  In the time it took for that thought to flash in his mind, they had both tackled Kaltor to the ground. Taneth smashed his weight on Kaltor’s bad shoulder, stealing his vision in momentary agony. Pain laced up his left arm as a dagger slit through the skin on his right.




  "Looks like I win this round!" Selene hissed, putting her bloody dagger to Kaltor’s throat. "If I ever hear you speak ill of Master Taneth again, I will leave you with the same burden you left him! Never forget, you’re the one who cut his arm off! I won’t."




  A torrent of emotions washed over Kaltor as he lay there, nostrils flared and teeth clenched against the pain. He’d expected the wounded pride and self-directed anger for his failure. But seeing the open hate in her eyes and hearing it in her voice— that cut him deeper than he thought possible for a hardened assassin like him to experience. She might as well have cut into his chest.




  Taneth put his hand on his daughter’s shoulder and Selene ceased her tirade. She wiped her dagger clean on Kaltor’s tunic and stood up, holding the weapon so tightly the muscles on her arm stood out from her tan skin. Her chest heaved with adrenaline and anger. Even with her hair disheveled and face pink from the rush of combat, though, her dark eyes and the curves of her leather armor still set his heart pounding with unspoken yearning. She didn’t sheath her dagger.




  Returning to his feet, Kaltor tore a portion of the fabric from Taneth’s bed sheets and tied it around his bleeding forearm. It hummed and tingled as he dispatched healing energy from a gland at his heart to coagulate the wound. In his hurried, embarrassed, and angry state, he tied the cloth a little too tightly. He grunted in pain and flexed his good hand.




  Great, he thought sarcastically. Now both my arms need time to heal. We haven’t even left Shaylis and I’m already wounded. What a terrific start.




  The last few months of fighting, death, and gore pressed down on him now like a physical weight. Selene glared at him in fuming silence, standing quite purposefully between him and the door. Her presence did little to help his concentration and even less to comfort his aching conscience for his part in Taneth’s maiming.




  The Battleborn master sighed as he retrieved the scroll from the floor. He held it resolutely, glancing at Kaltor with a softer gaze. Not apologetic, of course, but regretful. He unrolled the parchment and read the orders from Warden and Gereth’s war council.




  The tired anger in Taneth’s eyes faded, and he smiled in quiet satisfaction. He sighed again and this time it looked as if he’d gained a few inches in height. He stood a bit straighter with his shoulders proudly squared. He smiled, waving the scroll at Kaltor.
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