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  Chapter 1




   




  The viper hound’s hissing shriek filled the forest.




  Unable to spare even the breath to curse, Kaltor bolted into a denser thicket of trees. He could hear the hunter’s claws ravaging the ground beneath it, slowly pulling it ever closer, impossible to outrun.




  Through his skin vision, energy emanated from his skin and into the air around him. It left in his mind a black and white rendition of his attacker without Kaltor even turning his head. Not that it helped the situation much. The ever-growing image of claws, fangs, and drool left his legs weak and unsteady as fear sought to paralyze him.




  Flickers of energy similar to his own blossomed in his mind behind him. His friends followed, too far away to help. It was just him and the creature, bred by nature to feed off his kind with merciless ease.




  Come on! he thought desperately. Where is that tree?




  He glanced toward the thick branches and brambles ahead, locating spaces he could penetrate more easily than his pursuer. In desperation he drew an extra blade, spun, and threw it the beast’s way.




  It missed the creature by a couple feet, allowing it to close the gap even further as Kaltor sacrificed some of his momentum for the failed strike. Drawing another curved dagger, he clawed the trees and shrubs as he passed, trying to coax every ounce of speed from his body. Gotta find that tree from this morning— There!




  He dove through a small gap in between two pines just as the viper hound leapt for the kill. Both its front paws swept hungrily through the air, its curved claws full of longing for a fresh kill. It unhinged its serpentine jaw to swallow him whole, preferably while he still struggled for breath.




  Suddenly, a dizzying mixture of swirling images and paralyzing terror smashed into his mind. "No!" He cried to no one in particular. "Not a vision! Anytime but now!"




  His power dissipated like smoke before a fierce wind. He spun recklessly through the air, plummeting from a cliff’s edge where a crowd watched anxiously. He smashed into a protruding tree branch and cried out in agony as the bones in his leg snapped. Icy ocean water, with an odd, light-blue glow to it, collided with his body as he sank below the waves. Then the vision vanished.




  The viper hound’s claws caught hold, tearing the flesh in his back as he fell out of reach.




  The beast grunted in pain as it collided into the tree at full speed, forcing it to coil and detach its bones as it recovered, momentarily stunned. Kaltor hissed against the pain in his back. As he rolled downhill, barely maintaining control of his decent, he caught faint black-and-white images of the beast regaining its senses.




  His limbs shook from the exertion. By the Gods! he swore silently. Keevan could be dying off the coast somewhere and I’m busy playing Prey and Predator in the forested mountains! Intense feelings of inadequacy washed over his heart, throwing him off-balance even further. How can I learn to protect him if I can’t even save myself?




  The viper hound uncoiled itself, snapping its vertebrae back into place and renewing its pursuit down the hill with an ear-clawing shriek. The beast kept to the trees above him as he rolled along the gradually steepening ground. With each somersault he saw the nearby cliff getting closer and heard the nearby thundering of a waterfall.




  The beast ran across branches and limbs a few feet above him, surveying the terrain ahead for the strongest place to pounce from. Kaltor rolled to his feet and ran onward, widening the distance between them. His pursuer took off at full speed, determined to savor his flesh in its venomous maw.




  Through his skin vision Kaltor saw a patch of broken earth along the cliff’s edge, fragile and muddy from the spring rains. A thick oak tree protruded from the cliff’s edge, its roots coiled along the outskirts of the weakened earth. Kaltor sprinted forward, dangerously close to losing his balance as his legs pounded the ground beneath him. This caused the viper hound to accelerate, driving them both at reckless speeds toward the cliff’s edge.




  A split second before he reached the fragile earth, Kaltor jammed his dagger into the roots of the oak tree, jarring his shoulder viciously as his body swung into the open air to his right. His whole body collided with the tree roots and stone cliff, driving the air from his lungs so fast that he nearly fainted.




  His pursuer dove in, missing him by inches, as its full weight and careening momentum landed it squarely on the eroded earth. Its traction failed completely as it plummeted over the cliff’s edge in a hail of dirt and upturned stones.




  Hope that’s where the rocks are! Kaltor thought triumphantly.




  His moment of triumph evaporated like a drop of water before flame when his dagger tore through the roots above him. Gravity instantly dragged him down toward the rocky riverbank below, ready to shatter his body with the impact. Kicking against the stone cliff, Kaltor threw his body into the air like a sling-shot firing a stone away from the fragile precipice. He sheathed his dagger and twirled into the pain-numbing white spray of the surging waterfall.




  His heart sank as he saw the viper hound land in the river to his left, narrowly missing the rocky bank. Even as he fell, he could see its spine re-arranging into a snake’s form again for better water maneuverability.




  He hit the river’s surface gracelessly, pummeled under the immense pressure of the cascading water. His right leg snapped instantly as the ground slammed against him. His skin vision vanished, accompanied by splitting pain as the energy flowing through his body collided with itself.




  Swim! he screamed at his muscles, stunned by pain and slowed by the water’s sheer weight beating him into the ground. Swim! But no amount of urging could change the fact that the waterfall held him in place like a parent disciplining a rebellious child, making its superiority clear.




  Maker’s might! he swore in his mind. Have to risk making that thing frenzy.




  He tapped into his Varadour power. Inside his chest he felt one of the pouches around his heart contract, injecting his blood with magical liquid that surged straight into his muscles. They flexed with greater strength, his limbs trembling against their liquid oppressor. Gradually, he managed to pull himself from the center of the waterfall’s fury.




  The current nearly overwhelmed him, hurling its former victim against the opposite bank of the river. Groaning against the pain in his leg, he pulled himself from the waves and onto the rocks along the water’s edge.




  He rolled himself onto his back, gasping for air, feeling the other Varadours getting closer. That would have been a lot easier if I could have used my full power, he thought grimly.




  Then he heard the hiss.




  He sat up instantly, adrenaline pushing all fatigue aside like a tornado extinguishing a candle. The wet viper hound lay coiled at his feet, its vertebrae snapping back into its wolf-like form. It lunged, eyes glistening crimson like those of some creature from the Abyss itself.




  Both clawed paws sank into his shoulders, forcing him onto his back as he slashed uselessly at its heavily scaled stomach. From his pinned perspective, all he could see was a snake-like jaw full of long, curved fangs, and savage eyes reflecting the image of its victim’s last moments.




  Suddenly the creature froze, glancing past Kaltor toward the waterfall. A feeling of peace filled the area. Instinctively he drove his dagger through the hound’s upper jaw and into its brain. It collapsed lifelessly on top of him.




  By the Gods, what was that? Kaltor thought, struggling beneath the creature’s four hundred pounds of tough muscle. Blood and fluid seeped from its head wound onto his face and chest as he spat metallic-tasting liquid from his mouth. The weight constricted his lungs, putting him on the brink of passing out. Pain throbbed brutally through his broken leg and clawed shoulders.




  With a final grunt of exertion he managed to slip out from under the viper hound. Glancing over his shoulder, he thought he saw a person standing there amidst the cascading water, clad in white. He blinked, surprised, and the figure was gone.




  Must have been my imagination, he thought, rolling up onto his shoulder for a better look at his attacker. Well, our imagination, he added.




  My earlier vision of Keevan, though, Kaltor thought in retrospect. Of him falling into the sea. That was real. Keevan’s been hurt. Was it intentional or an accident? Will he even live long enough for us to find him?




  He shivered, not from the waterfall’s constant, chilling spray, but from all-consuming feelings of helplessness. His brother lay broken on a seashore in only the Gods-knew-where and he could not even take care of himself, much less find and protect his brother. He slammed the rocky ground with his fist and screamed in frustration, his voice easily engulfed by the constant thundering of the cold river water rushing by him.




  In moments, his friends finally appeared at the edge of the cliff. They were a mixed blessing. Though having fellow Varadours to train with lessened the burden considerably, their presence prevented him from using his full powers. Even the weakest of them could sense another using his or her abilities nearby, and so would realize Kaltor’s secret if he used his full strength.




  Once they caught sight of Kaltor and the viper hound’s corpse, some of them started climbing down the distance or walking further downriver. Two in particular simply dove in. They dove far more gracefully than he had, cutting smoothly into the surface with only faint splashes to announce their presence.




  If only I could have used all my power against it— he thought angrily. That viper hound would have been an easy kill if I hadn’t had to pretend to be as limited as the rest of you!




  Kaltor’s father, Gereth, one of the king’s royal advisors, used to lecture him about the Remnants. The legends said that in the final generation, one member of each race would be blessed with the strength of their forefathers. They had never mentioned the loneliness of such an existence, but there was no denying the increased power.




  Kaltor’s abilities were far stronger than those of his peers, or even Master Taneth’s, though he was still untrained and restrained by secrecy. If he ever got far enough away to use his power without being noticed, he could truly train. But such opportunities were as common as having the same dream two nights in a row.




  In his brother’s case, Keevan had the capabilities of any Sight Seeker, but with far superior levels of power. That power, however, revolved around a person’s eyes, not the heart, making it impossible to hide.




  The real mystery was how his brother, a child of such power, had managed to elude discovery all these years. Kaltor’s occasional visions were usually of his brother in public places. He could have sworn he’d glimpsed a crowd watching him fall from the cliff. He couldn’t understand why Keevan was still impossible to find, despite such blatant circumstances.




  Honmour’s boyish face peeked over the rocks first. He pulled himself up in one strong motion, landing solidly on both feet like a cat waiting to pounce. "Is it still alive?" he asked, short sword at the ready.




  Master Taneth’s training put them all in peak physical condition. Their muscles were hard but lean, built for agility and stealth, not sheer strength. On the outside, one couldn’t tell a Varadour from a regular person. In an open fight, however, the differences were quite obvious.




  "Only if it can live with a dagger through its brain," Kaltor responded, trying to sit up but hissing uselessly at the effort, as his motions pulled on the broken leg and torn flesh in his back. "Didn’t you say this morning they didn’t have the brains to outsmart us?"




  His second friend, Jensai, arrived in the same graceful manner as the first. "Did he just try to make a joke?" He held his spear high and hatchet low, not quite willing to lower his defenses near such a massive creature.




  "Yeah, a bad one though," Honmour answered with a chuckle. "He must be alright," He set his short sword next to Kaltor’s leg. "Give me your spear so I can finish this splint."




  Jensai set it on the other side of Kaltor’s leg, but kept eyeing the viper hound with distrust, hatchet in hand. The corpse twitched occasionally, as if toying with the boy’s caution. "Gather wood for a carrier!" he bellowed to the other students who were now arriving on the scene.




  They nodded and turned aside, searching for suitable materials. He stretched his back, looking at the viper hound’s remains. "That thing ran right past us and sprinted straight for you," he said, his tone thick with puzzlement. "You weren’t even using your power— isn’t that what they go for when they frenzy?"




  "According to Master Taneth," Honmour admitted, wrapping Kaltor’s leg in another coil of rope from his belt. His patient winced, trying his best to ignore the discomfort, as they were trained to. "Then again, if we can’t bring down one of these, no wonder we haven’t been given any political targets yet."




  "I don’t think it will happen again," Kaltor said through gritted teeth, stealing a curious glance toward the waterfall.




  "What? Assassination orders? Eventually we have to enter the field."




  Kaltor shook his head. "Viper hounds don’t attack a target if it’s not using Varadour power. This one must have been attacked earlier. Someone left it on edge," It was the only decent explanation he could think of.




  Viper hounds were very territorial. Once they chased you off their terrain, they would usually turn aside to continue defending their young, unless, of course, a Varadour were foolish enough to use his or her power near it. That was the part that didn’t make any sense. This creature had pursued him far beyond its territorial limits, without the slightest provocation.




  That was not a very convincing lie, he chided himself. Though his tone was meant to comfort those around him, he couldn’t ignore the unease he felt inside. The memory of helplessly lying there as its red eyes and open maw lunged in for the kill sent waves of nausea through his system. He clamped his teeth shut against the reflex.




  Honmour and Jensai nodded but didn’t say anything. They all knew the truth. No one hunted these forests but them. No one could pass through without being noticed. Kaltor glanced at the viper hound once more. Something was not right about that creature, he thought with a shudder. At least we can harvest it.




  The rest of the students arrived quickly, shuddering nervously as they stared at the viper hound, despite the afternoon heat. They watched it like children nervously watching a corpse for the first time, trapped in the terrifying presence of the beast specifically designed by nature as their natural predator. Some of them even chewed nervously on their trail rations, storing energy in case of danger.




  Stunts, Kaltor groaned inwardly in disgust. Can’t even control their hunger pangs yet. I hate working with the newest recruits.




  "It’s dead, I assure you," he said, snapping their attention back to him. "You two," he demanded, pointing toward the two closest victims of his spoiled temperament. "Bring the body," All the Stunts gawked in stunned silence. Honmour and Jensai coughed hoarsely in feeble attempts to hide their laughter. The two he’d pointed at finally nodded and stepped closer to the corpse, but not much.




  "Viper hounds are very valuable, especially the venom," Kaltor explained as a few brave recruits gathered their wits and tentatively poked the corpse with their spears. "Be careful, though. Even the dead body can spray it in your face—" The Stunts looked as if they were about to either faint or lose control of their bodily functions.




  The ’spitting corpse’ was a lie of course. They were indeed rare creatures though. Viper hounds not only hunted Varadours, but they used similar power themselves once they tasted blood. Both viper hound and Varadour hearts were surrounded with the same pouches of liquid their bodies produced spontaneously. Each pouch yielded a particular function and could be injected directly into the bloodstream with a little training and discipline.




  It was the discipline part most Varadours had issues with.




  "Why don’t you all help these two?" Jensai suggested, pulling a large stick from the smallest of the recruits. "Make a cradle like this to carry it in."




  All the Stunts gathered ‘round, the first two smiling at him gratefully. Honmour rolled his eyes. He always thought Jensai was ruining the fun of it when he turned their taunts and teases into lessons. In minutes, Kaltor lay in a makeshift hammock made of two sticks with supporting ropes around its middle to carry him.




  "Alright then, you Stunts," Honmour said carelessly. "Make a carrier like this for the viper hound, but be careful. If you drop him, you could get sprayed—" He grabbed his eyes and feigned blindness while the victims of his humor gulped at the thought of the poison’s first signs of death. He then took the head of Kaltor’s hammock, while Jensai took the front end at Kaltor’s feet.




  "I trust there’s a reason for distracting the Stunts with the viper hound’s corpse?" Honmour whispered as he got a firm hold on his end of the supporting sticks. Kaltor nodded. Jensai shouted a cheerful farewell to the Stunts as they made their way out of earshot.




  "Okay, Kaltor, what really happened back there?" Jensai asked. "And don’t tell us you actually managed to stab that thing through the head so perfectly. You’re not that good."




  Not when I have to hold back, Kaltor thought in frustration, recalling the immobilizing fear that should have cost him his life, and the strange presence that had distracted the viper hound for that one vital second. Then there was his vision of Keevan. Kaltor’s spine cringed at the memory.




  Only my parents and Master Taneth can know about this, he decided.




  "First, what happened back there?" he asked, trying to change the subject despite their glares’ suggesting such efforts were in vain. "Why did it charge past four active Varadours and lunge for the only one NOT drawing it? Isn’t it our power they thirst for?"




  Honmour and Jensai sighed, relenting to their friend’s stubborn unwillingness to divulge the details of his miraculous survival. "Whatever it was," Honmour said seriously. "It was only a problem with that one beast. The rest of the pack did nothing. It almost seemed as if the first was ordered to attack," Kaltor shuddered at the thought of such a powerful predator on anyone’s leash.




  "Well, I have to say, you’ve earned my respect," Jensai admitted, his eyes vacant as he relied on his skin vision to see the path of stones along the river bed beneath him. "You managed to keep your focus well enough, even with that thing after you. I would have been too terrified to move."




  "Really? My saving your life last year didn’t accomplish that already?" Kaltor said, rolling his eyes sarcastically before they settled on his friend’s spear. I’ve seen you throw that thing, he thought a little too bitterly. You would have speared it through the head instantly.




  Kaltor glanced down at the daggers in his belt. Guess I’d better practice throwing these things more, he grumbled in his mind.




  Jensai ignored the sarcasm. "Just remember, Master Taneth says the greatest killer in the world is fear," he said compassionately. "And you managed to push it aside long enough to survive," Kaltor bit his lip as he recalled the rancid smell of the viper hound’s last meal as it breathed promises of death into his face.




  "How about you, Honmour?" Jensai continued. "Could you have taken that thing?"




  Scratching an itch on his shoulder with his chin, Honmour rolled his eyes in their direction. "Hands down, I could have handled that thing," he said cockily. "Those of my family are well versed in the proper procedures to evade such attacks."




  "Your dad works for the town watch in Shaylis," Kaltor said accusingly, awaiting his friend’s attempt at a comedic punch line. "He’s never even seen a live viper hound. What could he possibly have taught you to fight off a frenzied one?"




  "Mom’s special lava-sauce bean soup!" Honmour announced proudly. "Eat that the night before and I guarantee that after ten hours no living creature downwind will even think of eating you!"




  They chuckled at Honmour’s relentless efforts to lighten the mood. The mirth didn’t reach Jensai’s eyes, though. His gaze still lingered on Kaltor’s broken leg, his bloody dagger, and the unanswered questions. Finally he shrugged in surrender and turned his head, hiding his quizzical expression from view.




  They followed the rocky trail downriver. The high cliffs next to the waterfall were only the height of a man now, slowly descending to a gradual hill of pines and shrubbery. After another few minutes of hiking they left the river, following a well-used game trail eastward, toward camp.




  Their passage was a quiet one, but tense like a drawn bowstring, still on edge from the viper hound’s unexplained frenzy. Kaltor glanced at his hands, lean and strong. I turned seventeen last month, he thought grimly. I’ll Blood Break soon. It was an important fact to consider. In the moment a Varadour’s powers fully matured, a price was paid with each use thereafter.




  Do I live a short, wealthy life in the king’s service? he thought. Do I desert the kingdom once I complete my training and go find Keevan? After ten years of searching, we still have no idea where he is. After all, with his lifespan soon to be halved by the Blood Break, precious little time would remain in which to find and protect his brother. He wouldn’t have time for political considerations once this last year of training lay behind him.




  He glanced toward Honmour and Jensai through his skin vision. Would the king send my closest friends to hunt me if I deserted? Since they know me the best? A different thought struck him, causing his stomach to writhe like a basket of hungry snakes. Would they follow orders and hunt me down?




  He sighed and thought of Honmour’s semi-funny jokes and Jensai’s kind practicality— these were the only friends he’d ever had. I hope not.




  They were within ten minutes of the camp when a runner arrived. So labored was his pace that they heard him a full thirty seconds before he emerged on the trail, like a wounded boar still stubbornly fleeing its attacker in spite of a pierced lung.




  The Stunt nearly collapsed to the ground when he saw them. "You have to hurry!" the boy said breathlessly. "There’s a royal summit meeting at the camp. I think we’re going to get our first job!"




   




   




   




  Chapter 2




   




  Jensai stumbled ahead as Honmour howled with delight and plowed forward, sending waves of pain down Kaltor’s leg as he clutched his makeshift stretcher helplessly. "Do you know what this means?!" Honmour shouted enthusiastically.




  "Yes!" Kaltor grumbled angrily. "The king wants us in the field a year earlier than planned, now slow down!"




  "Wrong!" Honmour spat. "We get to see the royal attendants. Women!" Suddenly Kaltor and Jensai found the simple act of not falling to the ground required their full attention. The runner tried to keep up, but in the end was left behind, fatigue and his under-developed Varadour powers strangling his pace to a crawl.




  Finally Kaltor managed to shout, "But how will you talk with them? You ate the soup last night!" Honmour ground to a stop so fast that Kaltor flew right into Jensai, sending them both tumbling through the trail exit and onto the grassy outskirts of camp. Gasping and grunting in pain, Kaltor couldn’t spare his injured leg from the impact of the collision.




  "Way to go," Jensai muttered from beneath Kaltor’s leather body armor. "Next time keep your mouth shut, you idiot. Look at Honmour."




  Through his skin vision, Kaltor could see his friend’s crestfallen face. "How could I have known they were coming?" Honmour asked pitifully. "Why today? Of all days, why today?" He looked like a small child who’d won and lost his weekly sweets in a single moment.




  Jensai sighed, stood up, and put an arm around his friend. "Look at it this way, Honmour," He swept his arm in front of their camp of make-shift huts and thickly walled cabins. "If you hadn’t eaten that recipe, you could have been viper hound food long before you even got the chance to miss being with the girls!"




  Honmour nodded somberly. "I must sacrifice for the cause, I suppose."




  Kaltor waved his arm in the air. "Hello, remember me? Near death experience and a broken leg? Little help? If I have to crawl, those girls will be all over me, instead of adoring you for the ‘heroic’ rescue."




  With a sigh and a chuckle each friend grabbed an arm and helped Kaltor up. In a few minutes they reached the largest structure of the camp. The building stood out from the rest as a two-story "town hall" of sorts for serious discussions during wartime. It held all the maps and strategic information Master Taneth used for training and coordinating missions.




  The whole area was strangely devoid of any attendants, female or otherwise. A few Stunts sat before the fruit trees just outside their camp, trying to push their vitality into the trees before them— a vital technique for any Varadour on the move.




  Only one thing obviously did not belong. A lone horse outfitted with a harness and saddle from the capital, its reins wrapped around the post in front of the main building. They paused on the front steps, a loud argument inside easily audible once they used their power to accentuate their hearing a bit.




  "They are not ready for a job!" Master Taneth rumbled threateningly.




  "It’s not even an assassination," a familiar voice reasoned, coated in an odd mixture of honey and frustration. "It’s little more than a protection detail. Bodyguards," Kaltor’s insides tightened up like a bowstring as he recognized the speaker.




  "Then you’re wasting our precious time with a job any hired soldier could perform!" Taneth cut in. "Get Kaltor bandaged and healed, you two!" he bellowed suddenly, sending Honmour and Jensai scampering away with Kaltor in tow.




  "It’s a wonder we need spies at all," Honmour muttered. "That man’s senses are so well attuned he could stand outside the king’s own castle and repeat his most private conversations verbatim," Kaltor nodded in agreement. Many Varadours had a knack for one aspect of their power or another. Master Taneth had quite a few, though he never divulged the details to his students.




  They reached an empty cabin and pulled Kaltor alongside an elevated bed for medical uses, stuffed with plush white feathers. "Who do you think that other voice was?" Honmour asked.




  "I’ve heard it once before," Jensai answered, helping Kaltor lean back onto the bed and undoing the makeshift bandages. "He’s Lord Gereth, the king’s personal advisor. It sounded like he’s trying to enlist us in some personal project of his, maybe something that doesn’t have to do with the kingdom’s security. He’s as smart as they come, I’ve heard, so the king puts up with his hobbies— to a point," They rarely saw visitors so far in the mountains, so what visitors they did have were well remembered.




  "I doubt Master Taneth will be so understanding," Honmour chuckled, moving to the fireplace. "Maybe he’ll offer this guy a deal. If he can wrestle one of us to the floor he can take us along," He pulled a handful of small branches and tufts of flammable material from a stack in the corner, snatching the flint from the mantelpiece.




  Jensai snorted. "That’s a good joke, Honmour. The man’s a Sight Seeker, a strong one," He tore away the last of the cloth, exposing Kaltor’s broken leg and discolored flesh.




  Honmour paused. "Oh. Yeah, that wouldn’t be much of a fight."




  "Unless he got into your head and convinced you he was a viper hound," Jensai joked. "That would be worth seeing for a different reason," He shot his friend a sadistic, but playful glance. Kaltor simply nodded with a non-committal grunt, not really listening.




  I know that voice, he thought as he curled his toes nervously. And now he knows I’m wounded. He glanced to his left and right, chewing his lip in frustration as he tried to think of a way out of his situation.




  Aside from his existence as a Remnant, his noble heritage was something else that he preferred his fellow students not be aware of. Taneth had recruited most of them from among the local population, people without money or influence, who saw the nobility as either symbols of gluttony or injustice. They were always grateful for the training, however, since in exchange they were provided enough gold to make their family’s lives considerably easier.




  Are they ready to meet him? he wondered. Would they see me the same way afterward? He grimaced, an expression that had little to do with the physical pain he endured.




  "How’s that fire?" Jensai asked. "Kaltor’s leg is ready."




  "Almost there," Honmour answered, throwing another crooked stick in the fireplace. After a few firm strikes with the flint against his short sword a thin trickle of smoke seeped into the chimney. A small metal pot hung over the fire, suspended by three poles anchored in the log walls.




  "Just waiting for the water to boil," Honmour finished, pouring the contents of his canteen into it and adding a few medicinal herbs.




  "Great," Jensai said. "Now, help me make sure this doesn’t get infected."




  Honmour walked over to Kaltor’s small bed and pulled it away from the wall. He slipped into the small space between the cot and the wall to face Jensai, their patient’s leg broken and bleeding between them. The wounds in his back would take some time to heal, as well, chunks of flesh visible through the torn armor. Thankfully, a viper hound’s claws were not poisonous.




  "One on each side," Jensai ordered, pulling a thin needle from his belt.




  Honmour did the same thing and after three tries managed to prick his shaking finger. "Hate this part," he muttered. Both Varadours put their bleeding finger tips on Kaltor’s wound and nodded, awaiting their friend’s silent command.




  Kaltor closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. Slow and easy, he reminded himself. Don’t slip into using your full power. He could almost feel the sac above his heart contract, releasing the valve holding the healing liquid back.




  Energy surged through his arteries and skin. With a practiced effort he managed to tighten his muscles and constrict certain routes, forcing the substance to flow into his leg. He could feel the shape of the broken bone, similar to his skin vision’s black-and-white image, though this was more of an instinctual feeling than a concrete image.




  Two other Varadour powers rushed in against his own, opposing currents struggling for control. "Hold the bone in place, you two," Kaltor ordered, wincing as their combined wills put pressure on the break. Their strength receded, holding the bone and cleansing the surface of the wound.




  Kaltor focused his thoughts on the break, coaxing the bristling energy to gather there. Move! he ordered. Slowly, the liquid enveloped the wound. After a few minutes a very thin layer of hastily forged bone connected the two pieces, enough to hold it in place and direct additional re-construction, but not enough to support any weight.




  The door opened, and a fresh breeze swept into the room, disturbing Kaltor’s concentration as his stomach spun in circles. He’s here, he thought. Time to stomach the blade.




  "I need to speak with Kaltor," ordered the familiar voice from the previous argument in the town hall, still frustrated and coarse. "Is he stable enough for you to give us some privacy?" Both his friends’ wills receded, and through his skin vision he could see their confused faces. He did not open his eyes to witness the event in vibrant color.




  Maybe he’ll manage to hide our connection, Kaltor thought hopefully.




  "With all due respect, sir," Jensai said. "Kaltor will be busy healing for another day or so. If you need a message delivered or something we would be happy to–"




  "Call me Gereth. He can speak, can’t he?" the man asked grumpily. "Why would a broken leg prevent a father from talking to his son?"




  Kaltor groaned audibly as both his friends stepped back as if struck. He opened his eyes and sat up. "Go ahead, guys. We can finish setting the frames in my leg later," They nodded stupidly, too stunned to speak, and walked out of the hut. When he reached the door Honmour pointed to Gereth from behind his back and mouthed the silent question, "Seriously?"




  "Go take care of the attendants, you two," Kaltor suggested with a nod of affirmation. Honmour’s features brightened, his curiosity overwhelmed by momentary hope.




  "I came alone," Gereth said with a shake of his head. Honmour looked torn between falling to his knees in despair and thrashing Gereth on the spot, or both. Thankfully, Jensai appeared behind him and pulled him away, firmly shutting the door as they departed.




  For a moment, they did not say anything. They just hovered there with a quiet tension between them. "So, I see you had some trouble today," Gereth said, his eyes bursting into a vibrantly deep shade of blue as he approached Kaltor’s bed, putting both hands on the wound with enhanced vision of a different nature. There was little instinctual or even physical about a Sight Seeker’s powers. Most of it had to do with the mind.




  "A viper hound chased me into a waterfall," Kaltor said simply. "It surprised us," Now that the door was closed again, the vapors from Honmour’s boiling herbs swirled around the room. The fire licked the bottom of the cauldron greedily, drawing the plants’ tender juices into the water.




  "Ironic," Gereth said. "I spoke with Master Taneth earlier to secure myself against the very same danger, surprises," Though a simple traveler’s cloak covered his shoulders and thighs, expensive blue silk trousers slipped from the protective cover into his travel boots, hinting to the higher status he tried to hide, especially while traveling alone.




  "Looks like you gave it an interesting chase," Gereth said proudly. "This isn’t from its teeth, is it? I don’t see traces of antidote in your Varadour energy."




  "No," Kaltor admitted, lying down with a dejected sigh. "I fell into the waterfall."




  Gereth nodded, his expression turning to that odd half-smile he got while studying something intriguing. "And if you could have used your full powers?" he asked tentatively, the poorly contained excitement evident in his tone.




  "Master Taneth and I were practicing last weekend," Kaltor said contently. "I could have either outrun it or out-maneuvered it," He drew his dagger and flipped it into his hand, catching it by the flat of the blade. "But I think if I practice throwing these more I may be able to solve such problems at the start, without risking exposure."




  It’s odd, Kaltor thought. All this power and my first concern is finding ways to avoid using it. Ever since his sixth birthday, Kaltor’s parents had realized their son was blessed with the power of a Remnant, and daily they had worked with him, teaching him to hide that fact. The prophecies said those set aside by the Gods for greatness would be marked as such, given total access to their racial power, unimpeded by the Crippling’s hold on the rest of their kind.




  Gereth’s eyes returned to normal as he untied the clasp around his neck, tossing his travel cloak onto a chair in the corner. His purple tunic and golden necklace attested to his good standing with the king, While the ornate, heavy mace at his waist warned all attackers that he was a capable Sight Seeker, something even the most desperate of thieves would not dare challenge alone.




  "Do you think you could help me with Taneth?" he asked. "Your master is very stubborn and narrow-minded."




  "He’s an idealist," Kaltor said with a shrug. "If you think he’s hard to reason with, try training under him. Did you really have to tell them I’m noble-born?"




  "That much will be obvious after your first mission," Gereth said, glancing toward the pot as the liquid finally hit a strong boil. "As my son, you can be part of my retinue when we visit other domains. With a little training we can make sure people see you as a soft, pampered boy. None will suspect your true nature," He grinned confidently.




  Kaltor nodded at their shared vision of freedom. That was one of the main reasons he had chosen to train under Master Taneth as a Battleborn. Such training taught him to use all aspects of his power to survive, as well as granting him the discipline to hide that power when necessary. All of Taneth’s pupils were expected to hold their own in any kind of war that might ensue, open or covert.




  He bit his lip nervously. "I had a vision during the fight," Kaltor admitted. "I think Keevan’s been hurt."




  Gereth’s eyes widened, and with a panicked hand he grabbed Kaltor’s wrist and turned it over, running his finger along the palm of his son’s right hand. "Scar is still hidden—" He pouted for a moment, thinking. "Did your hand hurt during the vision?" he asked.




  "No," Kaltor replied, a little puzzled. "But I was a little preoccupied with the viper hound’s claws in my back."




  "The lock is still in place, then," Gereth muttered, half to himself and half aloud.




  Kaltor sighed. Seven years ago they had brought his infant brother to Master Taneth, when they realized Keevan could not live among them. When utilized, his Sight Seeker powers were fully visible in his eyes and impossible to hide.




  Gereth and Master Taneth had used some experimental magic that day, with a relic from before the Crippling, to form a powerful bond between his sons. For a brief moment their powers were linked, and then Gereth used his own power to numb the connection. Once Kaltor completed his training, they would unlock it.




  Master Taneth assigned one of his fellow war veterans with the task of hiding the child. They’d hoped he could find a simple family out in the country to adopt the infant, buy their silence, and then return with word so Gereth and Krin could visit occasionally. Both he and Keevan disappeared. Every search, carefully excused to the King with reasons of national interest, turned up nothing.




  "If the lock’s still in place why did I almost get killed today?" Kaltor demanded.




  "Well, what did you see?" Gereth asked, his eyes locking with his son’s with a feverish intensity. "Did you see where Keevan is?"




  Kaltor explained the vision as clearly as possible. They compared it to notes taken years earlier when Keevan had first disappeared. Even after years of searching through the king’s spy network and the details of a cliff near the ocean, it was not enough. It left far too much ground to cover to abandon king and country and search for Keevan. They still had to wait for more visions, more clues.




  "I don’t know if he was pushed off the cliff or just fell," Kaltor added. He paused a moment, hesitating. "I didn’t see him get rescued. Do you— think he could be dead?"




  Gereth scratched his scalp, eyes unfocused as he recalled the many texts and prophecies he’d studied at the capital. "The Link would have severed completely if he died," he finally answered. "Your hand would start bleeding profusely."




  "So what happened with your lock?" Kaltor asked again. "What if it happens during a fight? I could get killed," Gereth stewed over the topic a bit, silent and sulking.




  "There’s a cup on the mantelpiece," Kaltor grumbled impatiently, motioning toward the pot suspended in the fireplace.




  Gereth nodded, retrieving a scoop of the medicinal tea and blew over the top of the cup tenderly, cooling the liquid. "You both are Remnants," he explained. "Your combined power is far beyond my own. It would seem that when both of you are in danger—even over vast distances—your powers can beat the lock, briefly. I’m afraid you’ll just have to be careful. Visions like this are impossible to prevent or predict."




  Kaltor sighed. Just one more thing completely outside my control, he mourned inwardly. Another thought caught his attention, a detail from the vision. "When you look at water with your power," he asked. "Does it shine sky blue?"




  Gereth paused at that comment. "Interesting," he said. "Keevan has already learned to access different racial powers though his eyes. Even if only extinct ones no one’s used since the Crippling. The Children of the Sky could manipulate water the way I can affect another’s mind."




  Kaltor sighed. "Not that it’s much help to know. We’re still stuck here, huh?"




  Nodding in agreement, Gereth flashed a confident smile. "Still, we know your brother is alive. Your training is going well. Within a year you will be assigned to my personal guard and we can start searching for Keevan."




  "What about the king?" Kaltor asked curiously.




  "The king will wait to see how your friends perform in the next conflict," Gereth explained. "He already suspects our neighbors to the north and east of mobilizing for war. His spies just have to confirm it. If the situation turns dire, he’ll want me protected by the best."




  "That’s why you’re here, then?" Kaltor asked, pulling a small stone from his belt and spitting onto its center. The room filled with the eerie screech of steel on stone as he sharpened his dagger, the sound complementing the feelings of both frustration and excitement billowing up inside him.




  "I’m here on my own—endeavor," Gereth admitted.




  Kaltor rolled his eyes. "You’ve been reading in the capital’s library again, haven’t you?"




  Feigning insult, Gereth put his hand to his chest in a mocking gesture. "My son, those books have been read by thousands of people since the Crippling. If there were a secret treasure hidden somewhere, someone else would have found it before me, right?"




  Another shriek of metal on stone was Kaltor’s only response.




  "Fine," Gereth said with an annoyed pout at his son’s stubbornness. "I found a hidden chamber beneath the capital library that literally has not been seen since the Crippling. Satisfied?"




  "Almost," Kaltor answered. He picked up his dagger, tip facing away from his face. Lining the blade up in front of his right eye, he examined the freshly sharpened edge. "What are you getting us into, Dad?"




  Gereth glanced around, noting the closed doors and windows in hesitation.




  "Every Varadour in this camp trusts me," Kaltor assured him, annoyed at the delay. His stomach rumbled threateningly as well. The morning’s drain on his power had amplified his appetite. "You don’t have to worry about eavesdroppers. I would sense them if there were any."




  In the distance he could feel two Varadour powers surging and abating as they sparred. He recognized Honmour’s and Jensai’s techniques and sharp reaction times as they fought. They were trained to live for the moment, constantly in motion. Sitting down and simply waiting was not in their repertoire of skills.




  With a grunt of resignation, Gereth reached into his pocket and pulled out a map. "You take all the fun out of the presentation," he complained.




  "That’s because I hear the real fun is in the execution," Kaltor quoted. "That’s one of Taneth’s favorite lines," He took the map and looked it over. "The original is back where you found it. This is a copy, right?"




  Gereth’s mace sparkled and danced a bit in the fire-lit cabin as the Sight Seeker put his hands on his hips. "Give me some credit, my son. I’m not an amateur when it comes to research!" he huffed. "Besides, anything we can find about our past might help us better understand the future. Your future," Gereth added. His eyes unfocused for a second, lost in thought, memory, and hope.




  "The king’s spies haven’t figured out I’m a Remnant yet, have they?" Kaltor asked. "Only you, Mom, and Master Taneth know?" He sheathed his dagger and, after a brief pause, added, "You sure you can keep them off me? We both know what would happen if they found out."




  Capable Varadours were granted the mandatory "privilege" of serving the king, but they were also the target of every other nation’s assassins. They could not reveal his secret to the world until he was strong enough to put those nations in their place, or simply skilled enough to disappear into exile and avoid detection entirely.




  "My son, I know here in the mountains you learn many skills that set you apart from the layman," Gereth said. "But please remember that in my day I helped save a kingdom and earned my position as the king’s advisor. I can hold my own," He stepped forward, putting his finger on the map’s center. "Have a look."




  Kaltor followed Gereth’s eye, taking in the map’s landmarks. He whispered recognizable ones to himself, counting on his fingers as he circled them. "This map is of our country, just before the Crippling," He pointed toward a known mountain range. "See, the Undying Storm hadn’t possessed this region yet."




  Gereth nodded excitedly. "What’s not supposed to be there?"




  After a few moments Kaltor glanced back at his father curiously. "There’s a city here on the map where a desolate mountain range is today. But the map says it was near a—" he paused for a moment to examine the symbol carefully.




  I need to study ancient languages more with Mother, it seems, he acknowledged to himself. Gereth waited patiently, testing the water on the mantelpiece and passing it to his son. Kaltor took a sip before answering. "Volcano."




  Gereth grinned like a five year old child having just discovered a new insect. "The city was buried, my son! Who knows how many relics, records, or even weapons from before the Crippling still exist? You know the stories of the Age of Tears. If even a handful of them are true and we found just one—"




  His eyes lost their focus again and his tone filled with grandeur. "A weapon we could put in the hands of a Remnant, fully capable. Just imagine the power!"




  Biting his lip anxiously, Kaltor tried to hide his enthusiasm behind another gulp of tea, still warm enough to prove palatable. How does he do it? Kaltor thought. I’ve been trained to resist all Sight Seeker methods of manipulation, yet without any of that he can still pull me in.




  It was an interesting possibility. None could stand against him if he held a weapon from the Age of Tears. He emptied the glass and handed it back to Gereth. "I won’t be able to convince Taneth," he admitted. "I’m just the student."




  "I’ve made arrangements for him to change his mind," Gereth admitted. "I just had to make a good show of it for her sake."




  "‘Her sake’?" Kaltor repeated, momentarily confused, then he smiled ruthlessly. "You managed to sucker Mom into this as well? How did you get her to agree?"




  "She didn’t, at first," Gereth admitted, grabbing the chair by the wall and moving it in front of Kaltor’s bed. "But when she realized she would have her son traveling with us for at least two weeks as we secured the area, she agreed with my reasoning."




  Kaltor laughed. "That alone would be more than enough," A chill worked its way down his spine. "She still thinks I’m studying to be a relief soldier, doesn’t she?"




  Gereth nodded grimly. "She has a lot of political power among her followers. If she knew the state was planning to use you as an assassin— Let’s just say if she recruits some of her followers, she could lead a protest against the king and cause a lot more problems for all of us. Peacebinders like her tend to leap in front of an injustice first, without considering whether or not it might just run them over and keep on going."




  "When is she coming?" Kaltor asked.




  "Tonight," Gereth said. "Taneth’s family members were all faithful Peacebinders, and I’m sure he’ll empathize with your mother’s separation from her son. We’ll leave tomorrow with you and perhaps a few of your better fellow-students," His eyes resumed their magical blue hue as he returned his attentions to his son’s wound.




  "You mean we’ll leave in a few days, then," Kaltor added. "After I’ve healed."




  With a chuckle, Gereth drew his mace. From its hilt he undid four catches and pulled out a few small metal needles. Their heads were molded to the shape of an open eye, leaving a space between the metal pupil and the eyelid for Gereth’s finger tips. "This is why I don’t like you only studying with Battleborn," he said. "You forget some of the more elaborate abilities of a Sight Seeker. Call your friends over. I’m going to link our powers."




  Kaltor gulped nervously. I’ve never had four wills directly linked to my own before. "Please tell me I won’t be walking away from this healing with emotional blending again?"




  "Of course not," Gereth said. "Besides, any effects that would carry over would all be temporary."




  Of course, Kaltor thought sarcastically. But it doesn’t matter how long the effect lasts. Waking up from surgery in love with one of the surgeon’s wives is a memory that lingers— ugh. Or worse. The last thing I need is to switch our feelings for Mom after not seeing her for three years.




  Gereth interrupted his son’s inner thoughts with a playful blow to the head. "Now call your friends over," he ordered happily. "You’re going to be able to ride with us in the next twenty four hours, or I will accompany you in the wagon myself!"




  "You hate riding in the wagon," Kaltor reminded him.




  "Exactly!" Gereth said confidently. "Let’s get started."




  Why do I feel like healing on my own would be safer? Kaltor mourned inwardly.




   




   




   




  Chapter 3




   




  "Thanks a lot, Dad," Kaltor said bitterly as the wagon hit a particularly deep pothole, knocking his head against the backboards beneath the driver’s seat.




  "What?" Gereth said innocently. "At least I’m a man of my word!" He slapped the floor of the wagon. "I said I would ride with you unless you were able to ride alone."




  "You also said there would be no emotional blending," he retorted flatly, carefully selecting a well-balanced throwing blade from a bag Jensai had provided.




  "You did not get anyone else’s emotions," Gereth replied tartly.




  "Honmour did!" Kaltor replied sharply. "Did you see how he was looking at Mom? Now he and Jensai are off on patrol and I’m stuck here. Who knows if they’ll ever talk to me again, much less respect me!"




  With a quick twist of his hand he sent the dagger spinning into the air. A number of wooden targets were arranged along the back of the wagon. His blade sank into a wooden deer’s chest, right behind its left foreleg, a few inches above the heart. After Master Taneth had seen what was left of Kaltor’s wound, he’d provided a few practice targets to take with him as he traveled. He’d understood well what immobilization did to a Varadour’s temperament.




  "Well, at least your dagger skill is improving," Gereth said positively.




  "I was aiming for its head," Kaltor lied. "Stop trying to cheer me up."




  Gereth threw up his hands defensively. "Hey, I’m the one bound by honor to stay in a very small wagon with a very angry, wounded Varadour assassin in search of useful targets. In my shoes you would be doing the same thing. Admit it," Kaltor glared back in defiance, and another dagger sailed in between them, this time into the tip of a wooden deer’s tail.




  "Were you aiming for the fly I just saw there a moment ago?" Gereth asked.




  "No."




  "Okay, fine," Gereth conceded. "But at least your mother managed to convince Taneth to let you three go. Earlier he seemed most adamant about keeping you close by."




  "You mean after you pushed their powers to the point of exhaustion healing me and still managed to mangle my leg?" Kaltor clarified, his tone more accusing than grateful. "He was getting rid of dead weight for next week’s training exercises!"




  Kaltor rubbed his wound grumpily, trying not to think about the ugly knot of bone Gereth had grown from their combined powers. They had managed to reduce some of it, but Taneth still wanted him bedridden for the first night of the trip while his body absorbed the rest of the unwanted material. A handful of long, thin blades emerged from the sack next to him.




  "Your mother will be back as soon as she finishes discussing some religious issues with Taneth," Gereth offered. "At least you’ll get to see her tonight, right?" Kaltor’s demeanor softened a bit, his next projectile twirling harmlessly in between his fingers.




  "You still haven’t told her yet, have you?" Kaltor asked.




  "About your true training? No," Gereth answered, his eyes glowing blue as he flipped aside Kaltor’s blanket to glance at his patient’s leg. "For now she needs to focus on this trip. We already have an advance party at the dig site exposing the surface rubble. Once we get there we should be able to go inside it!"




  "‘Inside it’?" Kaltor asked inquisitively, throwing his new blade into a wooden deer’s eye. "You mean inside the city?" Gereth groaned uneasily, wincing a bit.




  "Dad?" Kaltor said seriously. "What are you not telling me?"




  "We already excavated part of the city," Gereth admitted. He pulled a satchel into his lap and withdrew some dried fruit and venison. Kaltor’s stomach growled. Gereth offered the travel food. "Hungry?"




  "Stop trying to avoid the issue!" Kaltor snapped. "Throw it here."




  As they ate, Gereth explained the events of the last few weeks. They had been excavating the sealed level of the palace where he’d assumed the rarest and most powerful of weapons were stored. The door posed an impenetrable defense, forged of a strange, metallic white stone which even their best miners could not crack. The inscription on the door, however, mentioned a Remnant.




  "So that’s the real reason I had to accompany you," Kaltor summarized. "And when I open that door, how do you plan to keep my secret— a secret?"




  With a cocky grin Gereth bit off a chunk of venison and chewed excitedly. "I didn’t tell them about that part of the translation," he answered simply. "But imagine when we open it and get you a real weapon! Something from the Age of Tears, from before the Crippling!"




  His eyes took on that day-dreaming, teenaged expression again. Kaltor eyed him nervously. Sometimes you seem a little too excited about my powers maturing, he thought, though he could not restrain a smile at the same time.




  Such a weapon meant freedom to scour each country in search of Keevan. It meant having the strength to protect him from every nation’s influence. They would each try to buy the Remnants first. When they realized Kaltor and Keevan were not so easily controlled, they would try to kill them, rather than risk such a power turning against them at some point.




  Hence the training.




  A knock sounded at the back of the wagon. "Lord Gereth," a shrill voice echoed. "We need you at the head of the column. A merchant’s wagon was left in the road after a raid. We need every man to help move it."




  "Very well," Gereth said, rising to his feet. "Rest well, my son," he said, disappearing between the flaps of the wagon cover.




  Cool, moist air wafted into Kaltor’s face, and with gritted teeth he restrained the impulse to abandon his bland confines. Got to be sure my bones have recovered enough, he reminded himself. Though I could probably handle riding a horse without bearing my full weight on it. Where’s that leather shoulder sheath?




  His hands worked their way gingerly through the well-kept arsenal ‘til he found the wide leather straps, lined with various slits. He gathered another half dozen throwing blades, the thin variety that lacked handles, and started slipping them in between the slits in the leather.




  The result was a leather band about four inches wide and six long that he could wrap around a leg or an arm, with the backs of the blades protruding toward his shoulder or hip for easy access. He tied it around his left bicep, getting used to the feel of the equipment.




  Then a dozen bows snapped in the night.




  Arrows hissed into their targets, knocking Kaltor’s driver from his seat to land to his left inside the wagon, his chest perforated and scattering flecks of blood across the wooden targets. The majority of the screams originated from the head of the caravan. Kaltor could sense Varadours drawing on their power from the nearby trees, rushing forward.




  Ambush, Kaltor thought bitterly. Honmour and Jensai better get back soon. He glanced at his healing leg and the dead driver. Wait hidden or try to help? Approaching horse hooves cut his thoughts short.




  "Check the wagons first," a nervous voice ordered softly. Kaltor closed his eyes and feigned sleep, using his skin vision to watch his enemy. Some Varadours could heal in their sleep, so any observer who could sense his power usage would assume he was unconscious and not a threat. Kaltor flicked the blanket over to partially expose his leg. Seeing his wound would make that assumption quite plausible.
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