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  Betrayal




   




  Years—decades—centuries, they all flowed away, steeped in memory. This was one of the gifts of the Sages, an advantage of immortality. Nestled in her obsidian cocoon, Delena recalled with perfect clarity the warmest moments of her past and ignored her darkest. She rested in thoughts of better days, before she bonded herself to the stone and outlived all she knew.




  "Delena!" Pelorum had called. It would be their last summer morning together. "Come quick! I’ve gathered enough for us both!"




  Wrapping her travel cloak around her shoulders against the misty morning dew, Delena had carefully picked her way down the side of the mine wall. Her thick leather pants and boots scraped against the discarded stones whenever she slipped. Each time she regained her balance with a burst of Varadour power, an ability produced by glands above her heart, granting her added strength and agility at will.




  Her brother’s voice echoed from every crag and cranny. She could almost hear his words vibrating through the gravel she slid down. Soon, they’d cast aside their Varadour powers, choosing instead to embrace a rare power far better suited to keeping them alive.




  At the base of the mine, she wove around the tangled mess of boulders, carts and discarded tools. A few broken shoes or half-eaten lunches lay in odd corners, too rancid and ragged even for the vagabonds to use. She walked to the far end of the mine, where a recent rockslide had collapsed around a small niche created by two large boulders.




  There, in a small makeshift cave, Pelorum sat proudly on a pool of pure golden-yellow amber. His tattered clothes and short, disheveled hair were black as night from the dust of the winding tunnels around the mine. Heavy bags sagged under his eyes, but he radiated joy at his accomplishment. Next to him lay an equally large pool of glassy, black obsidian.




  "Pel—" Delena tried to say, but her breath was taken away by surprise and shock. She’d planned another two days to gather so much obsidian. A part of her glowed with admiration and gratitude for Pel’s sacrifice. A smaller part of her felt irked that he’d denied her the chance to pick her own stones. "How did you find so much in one night?"




  Tapping his right temple, he grinned. "I used a cart to haul the stuff and my power to gather it. I know we promised to gather it all ‘Sage-style’, but I expect our orders with arrive soon and I wanted to give you something to remember me by."




  "It’s beautiful," Delena whispered, kneeling on the reflective, glassy pool. The black substance made her pale skin look creamy and tan. Would the volcanic glass accentuate her hair’s natural black curls? She traced the cold cracks in the stone with her finger. A broken edge cut into her finger, drawing a few drops of blood.




  "Careful," Pelorum warned, putting a cautionary hand on her shoulder. His arm reflected back at them from the amber pool he sat upon. "You aren’t bonded to the stone yet. I thought we could do it together."




  Delena paused, glancing at her own reflection in the obsidian beneath her and smiled. Pel was her last living relative, there was no one else to share so rare a transformation with. "Are you sure you want to use amber? Most Sages don’t even consider that a stone, it will amplify your power alright, but you won’t have the physical toughness a sandstone or granite Sage might."




  Pelorum laughed, pointing an incriminating finger at her. "That’s a heap of help, coming from ‘Miss Obsidian’. You do realize that stuff will crack and break with ease, right? Any child with a hammer could break you."




  "But my command of stone will be that much stronger. I can remold my skin with ease," Delena said defensively, turning up her nose at him. "If I can command stones farther away from me than any other Sages, then no one else can get close unless I want them too. I can outreach them, if necessary."




  "All I’m saying, is obsidian is not a decision you can undo," Pelorum advised her warmly. He crawled over to her, sharing a final warm hug. His torn tunic smelled like dust and sweat, like her home here at the mine. "Just make sure you’ve thought it through," He added.




  Pulling away, Pelorum returned to his seat on the amber pile. He looked up at the slopes of the mine. The rising sun tickled the hills’ edges, sending rays of red and orange into view.




  Above, boots thumped and men yawned, the miners arriving for their morning shift. They were safe from discovery in their little hiding place. The active shafts lay on the other side of the mine. "I’m going to miss this, Sis. There won’t be many Sages in the field. They’re very isolated creatures. They won’t leave the mountains to help me fight."




  Putting a comforting hand on his arm, Delena sighed. "I’ll try to convince them as best I can. If they won’t help, I’ll come after you."




  "If they won’t help, you’ll stay put," Pelorum insisted, patting her hand with his. "There are demons afoot now. I’ll not have you mixed up in their business. I’ll fight them as best I can, but I won’t risk you. You’re my last sister."




  Delena gulped nervously, hugging her knees. Their eldest sister had joined the demons, calling herself ‘the Destroyer.’ She chose that name for good reason, sacrificing her home and its occupants to a demon’s burning appetite. She and Pelorum managed to escape through a window before the walls fully ignited.




  Pelorum’s real reason for joining the war lay in finding the ‘Destroyer.’ Today, he tended to his younger sister. Next, would seek out their elder, and repay her for her treacherous actions.




  "I promise," Delena said. "I’ll stay with the Summit Sages."




  "Take care of yourself," Pelorum insisted. "That’s how you’ll survive this world. Put yourself first and foremost. All others are secondary. Help them if you can, but take care of yourself first."




  A horn sounded in the distance, long and mournful. The military, calling their soldiers to arms. Pelorum shuddered at the reverberation and then glanced down at the amber he sat upon.




  "After today, I’ll be something apart from the military," Pelorum vowed. Flashing her a boyish grin, he said. "Will you join me in the stone, Del?"




  "I will, Pel. Thank you for always looking out for me," Delena said, putting her other hand palm-down against the obsidian. "We’ve training for months to become Sages together. Let’s go."




  Closing their eyes, they reached out to their prospective types of rock. Obsidian swirls bent and heaved beneath her fingers. Black fragments cut into her hand, oozing up her arm. A few flecks of blood trickled down her skin, but gritting her teeth against the pain she felt the raw glass reach her bones.




  They both gasped in shock. Obsidian dug into her arm, pushing out blood, sweat and liquids. A Sage’s body did not need such mortal means to carry nutrients. Pelorum thrashed suddenly, the golden amber reaching his ribs and lungs. The need for air burned in Delena’s chest as the same lack clawed at her mind.




  Then, in a sudden moment of pain, she felt the obsidian reach her heart. Suddenly, everything reversed. The stone oozing up her arm and torso felt warm, safe and comfortable. Her other limbs and face burned with intense heat. Only the cool obsidian offered relief. Gallons of red blood, water, urine and excrement all burst from her body as the volcanic glass gained momentum. She writhed in pain a few moments more, until her ability to smell and her sense of touch faded and all grew quiet.




  Curiously, cautiously, she opened her eyes. The world looked a tad darker than she remembered. Her eyes were encased in a thin layer of obsidian after all. She looked down at herself in momentary disgust. Her coat, tunic and trousers were soaked in all manner of foul liquids, but the skin underneath—




  She held her hand up to the sunlight. Black, glossy obsidian stared back at her. The rising sun glared dully at her through her hand, turned almost brown at the thickest parts of her rocky flesh. She glanced down her shirt and smiled, yes, obsidian was a great choice for maintaining her figure. She wasn’t quite skilled enough to weave the glass around her to mimic clothing. Someone at the Summit could help with that.




  "Well, Delena," Pelorum’s voice echoed in her mind, his words vibrating through the stone. "What do you think?" She turned and gasped in surprise.




  Pelorum’s body, trousers, and even his hair was pure golden yellow. The morning sunlight caught his frame and created the illusion his skin radiated light and warmth. "Give me an hour, and I’ll teach you the clothing trick."




  "Thanks," Delena said with a sad smile. "I’d hate to greet the Sages at the Summit completely naked. I’ll meet you at the Sage Summit, when all is said and done, right?"




  "It’s a deal," Pelorum said, holding her close. Then he leaned back and pinched his nose. "Wow, you smell awful. Okay, here’s how to wrap more obsidian around you to mimic clothing."




  A bittersweet feeling settled in Delena’s heart as he lectured on. So intense were her feelings of despair at losing her family and loss at bidding her brother farewell, she never thought to question him about his sudden expertness at Sage powers. Her survival was ensured now, that was what mattered most, but at a cost she’d never fully understand.




  "I’ll miss you, Pel." Delena said with a warm smile.




  Pelorum gave her an odd look at the interruption, like a child caught in the act doing something wrong. He recovered quickly, smiling wider than normal, showing all his teeth. "First impressions are important among the Sages," He said. "I won’t have you arriving like a naked novice. Now, pay attention."




   




  *****




   




  "Delena. Awake," Belfelas ordered. His voice rattled against her obsidian cocoon, dragging her away from those warm memories.




  Cold reality settled in. She remembered the letters then, word from the commanding officer. Pelorum dead in a demon attack, buying his fellow soldiers time to escape. Even his Sage power hadn’t saved him. His entire garrison fell shortly after that. What use was there in living in the past? Eventually, the warm memories pulled you into darker ones, with equal clarity.




  "What is it, Belfelas?" She asked through bleary eyes. She stretched her arms, an old habit from her human days. She didn’t much care for the isolation here among the Sages, but there was no other place on this earth for someone like her. "This better be more important than that Remnant you let into the Summit earlier."




  "See for yourself," Belfelas grunted. "We need you. Now!"




  Shaking the last vestiges of sleep aside, Delena reached into the granite base of the mountain. After two hundred years in the Summit, she had learned the ways of manipulating both obsidian and granite. Together, coupled with her added power of command from her obsidian frame, she was a great force among the Sages.
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