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  Chapter 1




   




  Gereth sat buried in his desk, sifting through a veritable ocean of scrolls, notes, and loose pages. A couple nearby candles and mild bursts of Sight Seeker energy from his eyes lit his efforts. His dinner—roasted duck glazed with honey—sat off to the side of his desk, half-eaten.




  Rivatha's vision burned in his memory, like coals gradually eating away at the edges of a dry slip of paper. Even days after the incident, he could still close his eyes and feel her terror in the moment she walked in on the tortured queen. The child's clumsy escape through the palace window, followed by immersion in the icy canal below still drew an involuntary shudder. He pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulder and kept working.




  Either the Destroyer had made up the lie in a compelling vision, or the traitor's last act before death was to reveal the true cause for her betrayal. "Secret or lie?" he muttered, flipping from one record to the next. "If Taleveer did arrange for his mother's assassination, there must be some sign of it. Surely, he couldn’t have pulled off so horrible a crime so perfectly. It’s as if it never happened at all!"




  Pushing back his chair, Gereth walked over to his couch. Blue energy crackled in his eyes, bathing the couch in enough light to make each word clearly visible. Another dozen stacks of pages and even a few newly-bound books awaited his attention, neatly pressed and stacked— a sure sign that he hadn't yet subjected them to his relentless thirst for the truth.




  He opened up one letter, a copy of the arrest report taken when the servants of the Malagian ambassadors were apprehended. A healthy portion of the Crimson Council was dedicated to compiling and sharing each city's records with the rest of the kingdom on a yearly basis. So even here in Shaylis, Gereth could wade through countless records of Levarion's comings and goings years earlier.




  He skipped from one line to the next until the most important sentences stuck out to him. After re-reading them a couple times, he shook his head and rubbed his eyes. He'd read this report years earlier, seeing only clear evidence of the assassins' guilt, just the way Taleveer had intended.




  "Servants of the Malagian ambassadors were caught trying to flee the city only an hour after the assassination took place," he whispered aloud, taking a sip of water from the animal-hide canteen at his belt. "I would run away too, if I knew Taleveer was planning to use my tarnished name to incite a war."




  Keeping his own supply of drink seemed a sensible course of action after seeing so much deception and death in the last few months, particularly when his own son was getting romantically involved with a Battlescorned. It wasn't Selene he worried about, though. His own powers had proven her affection for Kaltor was sincere and dependable.




  It was her mother that concerned him. Once Meriska got wind that her own daughter was spending her nights wrapped around his son's little finger, the repercussions would be inevitable. Her long rivalry with Taneth could not be settled by her daughter falling in love with one of his best students. This was a woman who specialized in poisons that imitated natural failings of the heart and lungs, and used them well in the service of crown and country. If she felt Kaltor's presence in Selene's life was a risk to the Battlescorned as a whole—




  He shook the concern aside and pressed on. Best to take such issues on one at a time. If they could prove Taleveer's deception from all those years ago, then Meriska's loyalty could be won over. The report continued.




   




  "One of the ambassador’s servants claimed to know of the assassination soon after it happened. She used it as reason for their hasty departure, but was unwilling to name the key witness who warned them."




   




  Gereth pictured the terrified little girl watching the very people she trusted most be hauled off in chains for the crime she’d witnessed, knowing full well their innocence. But who would believe the word of six year old child? "To their last breath of freedom, they wouldn't give her up," Gereth summarized. "Taleveer probably thought she'd forget the incident in time. She was only six years old," Gereth continued reading.




   




  "Several stitches of torn, bloody fabric were found in one of their wagons, matching the queen's evening nightgown. Discarded, bloody Malagian armor and weapons were found in an alley only a few blocks from their quarters. Sentencing was swift and severe."




   




  "Evidence easily planted," Gereth grumbled. "I'll bet that, aside from those scraps of cloth, none of the servants had a single spot of blood on their persons. We actually believed the perpetrators had fully washed themselves before gathering their belongings to leave. The true assassins had their escape planned out beforehand. By the time the alarms sounded, they were long gone," He pulled out a map of Levarion, tracing the layout of the city with his finger.




  "That alleyway is also near the canals," Gereth said. "So, the assassins could have floated out of the city before the patrols even hit the streets. If the servants had been guilty, they'd at least have thrown the armor and weapons into the water."




  Guilt nibbled at his conscience, sending his tired stomach into a nervous gurgle. How could he not have seen this ruse for what it truly had been, all those years ago? Innocent people condemned right under his nose, so Taleveer could have his war.




  "All involved were sentenced to life imprisonment in Levarion's dungeons," Gereth read aloud with a sigh of fatigue, leaning forward onto his elbows and resting his head in his hands. It was unlikely that any of the servants from the arrest still lived. Those dungeons were dark and constantly wet from the nearby canals. Treatment for people convicted of murdering the queen aside, diseases ran rampant in the prison, enough to consume even the vitality of a fully trained Varadour.




  Picking up the prison record he desired, Gereth swept the other notes on his desk aside. They spilled onto the floor like large snowflakes, joining the growing pile of useless papers at his feet. Sweeping through the scroll, he stopped at the days before and the weeks after the queen's assassination.




  When word had reached the people of Levarion that their beloved queen had not only been killed, but tortured to death by Malagian soldiers, they’d demanded retribution. The ruling council had been only too happy to support Taleveer in his plans to attack Malagia, which they'd denied him only weeks before. Felshaw soon joined the war on the side of Malagia, saying King Taleveer hadn't provided enough evidence to prove Malagia's fault, and that he’d simply sought for any excuse to turn his country to war.




  If Rivatha's vision was correct, there was more truth to the Felshaw's allegation than anyone could have anticipated. Whatever his flaws, though, Taleveer's zeal for conquest had provided his generals with ample forces and strategies for defeating an opposing force on their own lands or for taking the fight to the enemy.




  Despite fighting two countries simultaneously, Levarion had managed to hold off both opponents for five years. It was during that war that Taleveer's Battleborn and Battlescorned had taken to the field. Levarion's existence today was, in part, a testament to the effectiveness of those organizations.




  Gereth paused in his search, his heartbeat accelerating. There was a simple glee he relished in gleaning important truths from records others deemed trivial. When he’d realized the truths behind the altar's location, as well as the resting place of the vault, he'd grinned almost constantly for a week straight. Now, though, his hands were numb with dread as he compared the records before him. The honey glaze lingering on his tongue turned sour in his mouth as he bit back bile.




  A large part of him hoped Rivatha's vision was a lie, and this certainly wasn't proof enough to hang Taleveer for conspiracy, but it was enough to remind Gereth exactly who he'd sworn fealty to all those years ago. In one hand, he held the prison record from Levarion's dungeons. In the other, the diplomatic manifest of the Malagian ambassador who had visited the city during the same time.




  Levarion's dungeon had reported six new inmates in the month following the queen's assassination. Four of them had been arrested under the vague but serious crime of ‘traitor to the crown.’ Three of them had been servants of Rivatha's household, diplomats from Malagia.




  There, on the manifest, was the name 'Rivatha, daughter.' Nausea struck him as he read the name. He'd watched her grow up, seeing her in passing each summer as she'd visited Levarion. He'd watched her courtship with Taleveer's son, Melshek, one of the demon's first victims. He remembered wishing them both the best when he’d attended their wedding.




  "What are the odds," Gereth wondered, "that a daughter of the very country Taleveer sought to implicate for his mother's murder happened to be in that room, seemingly by accident?"




  Sifting through a couple more papers, he found the arrest report for the Malagian soldiers who'd supposedly murdered the queen. They’d been disguised as servants to the Malagian ambassador at the time. They'd pled innocent, not even resisting the soldiers sent to arrest them, hopeful that their innocence would be easily proven.




  The last name on the prison record confused him. "Anada Septla—" he read, scratching his head. "That's not a Malagian name at all, but familiar. I'm sure I've heard it somewhere before. Where was it?"




  He stroked his beard and leaned back in his chair, feeling his vertebrae crack as he bent backward. The windows behind him had gone black long since from the night's arrival. The candles had already burned down to a quarter of their length. Only a handful of hours remained before sunrise.




  Gereth stood up, taking his plate of roasted duck with him. It had long since turned cold, but he nibbled at it anyway. The action helped him to organize his thoughts. All the libraries in the world were useless if one's own memory couldn't serve.




  He glanced in the full-size mirror on the other wall. The pale yellow candle light accentuated the heavy bags under his eyes and the deep lines in his face from travel and stress. The last few months had been difficult ones, with great sacrifice on his son's part. His too, considering the great power he'd learned to wield before they’d defeated the Destroyer. At least, he told himself it had been a sacrifice— he needed to pretend there was something noble about giving up the power others called 'demonic.'




  The flicker of a conversation whispered to him from distant memories, tearing Gereth from his thoughts and late meal. "Anada was so wonderful to me growing up. I once gave her a full-length mirror. She was so pleased with it. She said she'd never seen her whole body at once— just in bits and pieces through a looking glass."




  He spun around, staring at the pile of pages and books as if they comprised a corpse that had risen from the grave to tell him an awful tale. "Those were Rivatha's words at her wedding to Melshek," he recalled at last, seeing the last bits of Taleveer's plan slipping into place in his mind.




  Hurrying over to the pages on the table, he picked up the prison manifest once more. "Anada was Rivatha's nanny. She was also arrested for treason. That's it! Taleveer knew Rivatha, as a child, would go to her nanny, the closest person she trusted. I'll bet her parents weren't even in the city at the time. He needed someone to blame who Malagia wouldn't try to save. Anada went to the Malagian servants she’d worked with for help, and they’d tried to flee."




  A heavy, tired fist knocked against his door. Gereth jumped in surprise, nearly dropping his duck. "Who is it? Do you know what hour it is?" he bellowed in irritation, drawing his mace. Surely Taleveer wouldn’t simply assume they knew his secret and act accordingly? Either way, a king-sent assassin wouldn't knock.




  "Apologies, Counselor," a servant said, entering with a deep bow. His brown hair stuck to his neck and forehead, thick with sweat. A scroll protruded from the satchel hanging from his shoulder. The man's features—short, black hair and drawn, haggard eyes—were distinct only in that they were totally ordinary. "My orders are to deliver this missive with all haste— the moment I arrived, if possible."




  "Whose missive?" Gereth asked, returning his mace's leather loop on the hilt to the hook at his belt. He walked over to the door, reaching for the scroll. "Is it one of Shaylis' noble families?"




  "These orders come from the king," the servant said flatly.




  Gereth paused, the weight of his discovery hitting him with renewed force. "You were ordered to pursue us into the mountains? Or were you ordered to wait here for us?" he pried.




  "No," the servant said, handing over the scroll. "I was told six days ago to ride to the palace in Shaylis and deliver this message. That is all. Good day or night, I should say," The servant bowed and left, closing the door behind him with a respectful bow.




  Gereth hovered by the door, staring at the scroll in his hand. "Taleveer knew we would be back in Shaylis by now," he realized, icy fear momentarily paralyzing his mind and body. Counting back the days, he glanced at the windows in dread. He half-expected some shadowy figure to come barreling in and end his life right then and there.




  "He sent the messenger the very day we defeated the Destroyer. He knew we'd beaten her, within hours of the fact. How did he know? More importantly, if he knew about that—" Gereth glanced over at the stack of notes and pages on his desk. "What else does he know about?"




  "He couldn't know by any normal means—" Gereth muttered, forcing himself to take a deep breath. He walked over to the couch and swept the pile of scrolls and books aside. He felt light-headed, woozy, and genuinely terrified. The soft cushions sent waves of relief up his back as he laid down, which was stiff from the wooden chair by his desk. He thought better in the desk's sturdy confines, but he handled stress in his mind by first removing the stress in his body.




  With a nervous gulp, he unrolled the scroll. The opening statement was simple enough.




   




  To those who helped vanquish the Destroyer from our lands, your attendance is requested at the royal palace two nights after your arrival. Such bravery and acts of valor deserve reward and compensation.




   




  "So far, so good," Gereth whispered, unrolling the scroll farther and scanning through its contents. "Granted, there's still his strange foreknowledge of the Destroyer's fate, but he hasn't written anything else that would suggest—"




  A small envelope fell into his lap, long and thin, rolled into the length of the scroll. Gereth's heart sank as he recognized the wax seal on the front. Taleveer's. "The lettering—" he muttered," This is one of his personal messages—" He opened it with a nervous gulp.




   




  Dear Councilor Stratagar,




  Congratulations are in order all around. Your son and Doxan's men did us proud in defeating the Destroyer. Your work developing her magic was equally admirable, despite the unexpected effects it had on the soldiers you tried to unite with it. Tell no one of this, but I have something special to show you when you get back. Something I think a man of your tastes will relish the opportunity to explore.




  Cordially,




  King Taleveer




   




  P. S. The royal council is currently without a Head Seat. You will want to keep that in mind when you return.




   




  "That's it. Taleveer’s toying with the same power the Destroyer used. He must have captured some of her creations for study. They would have died the moment she did, and then he'd know she’d been defeated. But how would he know about my studies with her power?" Gereth's hands shook so badly that he set the scroll on the floor.




  The first few days in the mountains without any dark magic were hazy at best and difficult to recall, like faces from a forgotten dream. It had taken all his will power not to beg Kaltor or Doxan for the chance to glean just a touch of power from some soldier's wound or even the bite of a horsefly— anything.




  After those days, going without dark energy got easier. Seeing Kaltor's face in the morning, glowing with pride at seeing his father's recovery from using such power, pushed those temptations from his mind. The mystery of the queen's assassination helped distract him from the thirst he now constantly lived with.




  But now, ordered to secrecy by Taleveer and simultaneously promised all the dark magic he could study— the need to feel the raw power of dark magic rushing through his veins, the might he felt when taking man's greatest moments of agony and turning them into raw, usable energy—. Last of all, the looks on the faces of the rest of the council when he surpassed them all with his knowledge of the Destroyer's own power—




  Gereth glanced down at the last words of the note and licked his lips. "Not to mention, with the Head Seat gone, the nobles will be vying for Taleveer's attention, for the chance to fill it. If I provided sufficient aid to his cause, he just might put me above the council itself, second only to him in authority. All those who once mocked me would be literally forced to bow," His heart beat faster and his hands now trembled with anticipation.




  It burned within his heart like a dry thirst no amount of water could satiate. Somehow, Taleveer knew that. For a moment, Gereth considered running. But, like the Malagian servants, fleeing would only bring Taleveer down on him with the king’s full strength. The king had already trusted Gereth with a valuable secret—one hinging on words unspoken—that he remain obedient to his liege's call.




  Deep down inside, a strong part of him didn't want to escape at all. That realization sent his hands trembling in breath-shortening mixtures both of anticipation and revulsion. "By the Maker!" Gereth swore. "How am I going to survive this?"




   




  *****




   




  The cool evening breeze found a crack in the folds of Kaltor's blanket, sending goose bumps along his skin. He pulled the fabric tightly around his crouching legs and shoulders, drawing a tired creak from the wooden shingles he sat upon. His hooked rope lay coiled next to him on the castle rooftop. The moon above him bathed Shaylis in pale light, as if trying to make up for in splendor what it lacked in sheer brightness.




  A year ago, the network of buildings, streets, and alleyways had beckoned him to run along those brick edges. A part of him still wanted to leap from one roof to the other, savoring the wind pushing around his skin and the feel of hard bricks beneath his feet, Varadour energy rushing to his command assured safe passage.




  Much had changed since then. That unquenchable supply of Remnant Varadour power was gone. Kaltor scratched an itch on his neck and pulled away a long red hair. He smiled. Not all recent events had been bad. Traveling with Selene back to Shaylis had been particularly pleasant. The soldiers respected the two of them. Even his fellow assassins, after seeing Selene fight alongside them, admitted to the advantage of having a Battlescorned nearby.




  Then again, Honmour and Talen still thought he was a Remnant, capable of greater Varadour power than any four or five warriors combined. What if they only put up with her presence because of the power he no longer held? He gritted his teeth against that chilling thought and looked out over the city.




  He felt Varadour energy flash below him and smiled, recognizing the source. Every Varadour had a unique 'scent' to their power, as distinct as a person's face to the eyes or voice to the ear. If things were quiet and he could ‘listen’ intently, he could pick Selene's power out of a crowd.




  "You're up late," Selene said, catching hold of the roof's edge and climbing up. The wooden shingles creaked as she shifted her weight. He couldn't help but notice how quickly she managed it, with such confidence in her stride. It was something he now lacked.




  "A lot on my mind," Kaltor answered with a soft grin. A warm thrill shot through his chest as he noticed how the moonlight toyed with her hair and the edges of her leather armor, as if she were more imagination than reality.




  Her foot broke through a shingle, making contact with the stone beneath. For a moment her arms and neck turned black, like obsidian. Selene paused, furrowing her brow in concentration. Slowly, her skin reverted back to warm, tan flesh. For a moment she looked weighed down with her own fatigue, but she shook it off. Kaltor glanced at her leather armor and smiled. There were few women like her in the world, much less Sages. Perhaps she was the Maker's way of rewarding him for fighting the Destroyer in the first place.




  Selene and he complemented each other so well, Kaltor sometimes wondered if this were all some elaborate dream. Their combat training mixed like spices in an exotic wine, as did their personalities. Selene made friends easily and understood people well, to the point that by now even Talen and Honmour appreciated her company. Kaltor was more straightforward, setting out to get done whatever needed doing and befriending whoever happened to work alongside him at the time.




  "You've been quiet, these last few days," Selene observed, crouching next to him. She shoved his shoulder playfully. "Is there enough room in there for me, too?"




  "Always," Kaltor replied, accepting the sudden chill of opening the blanket. Selene cuddled up against him and accepted her half of the fabric, pulling it tight. She nuzzled his neck and he put his arm around her.




  "So— tell me what's wrong," Selene pried, giving him a sympathetic hug. "Everyone’s asked about you at least once since the fight at the altar, including your father."




  Kaltor sighed. That was another issue entirely. He'd specifically traded away his Remnant power to keep Gereth alive. Without that sacrifice, his father's spirit would have now resided in the Abyss beneath the earth, imprisoned by his own pride and his appetite for dark power.




  He glanced down at Selene's warm eyes and soft smile. He glanced down glumly at the broken roofing tiles, scratching the Battleborn brand on his collarbone. Selene took his chin and turned his head so her face hovered so close he could see little green flecks in her hazel eyes. "I can't very well help you if you keep secrets from me," Selene said, her tone cool and serious, like freshly tempered steel. "What's wrong?"




  "Something happened at the altar," Kaltor admitted slowly, looking out over the city. It didn't look nearly as inviting now that he didn't have Remnant power to save him. One loose brick at the wrong time, and the damage could be permanent. The added vulnerability left him feeling exposed and weak— he needed someone to count on alongside him. "My father— died when Rivatha stabbed him."




  "What?" Selene asked, pulling away a bit and staring at him, perplexed. "I just spoke with him tonight, he's fine. The wound may have left a scar, but it didn't go deep enough to kill him."




  "I made a deal with the Maker and the Abyss," Kaltor insisted. "While I was in the altar, he was bleeding to death. He craved Abyssian power to satisfy his pride, so the Abyss claimed him. He didn't go to the Maker."




  Selene nodded, her eyes combing over his face nervously. "What did you trade away to get him back?"




  "My Remnant power," Kaltor admitted, staring at his feet as he dropped the blanket from his shoulders, an act of submission. "I'm just a regular Varadour now."




  Selene sighed, pulling his arm tighter around her and stroking his hand. Kaltor glanced at her in surprise, then smiled gratefully. "I was afraid you might leave me," he admitted sheepishly.




  "Well, I guessed as much. The loss of your power, at least," She put a finger to his lips, silencing his oncoming questions. "You’ve been much more cautious during the journey home. You don't smile anymore when you train. Your jaw is set and your eyes are focused on each exercise. You're trying to deal with your new limits."




  Kaltor nodded in stunned silence. Her understanding didn't make his lack of power any less difficult to manage, but with her by his side it certainly felt more hopeful. Selene didn't uncover his mouth. "I know you well enough to tell when you're nervous about something. It used to be that you were only afraid of accidentally getting others killed, but now you have to worry about keeping yourself safe, too."




  She leaned in and kissed him softly before he could respond. For a brief moment, all his other problems melted away. When she rested her head on his shoulder, all those concerns rushed back into his mind, but they weren't as overwhelming now.




  "Do the others suspect?" Kaltor asked.




  "Honmour, Talen, and your father are all worried about you," Selene said soothingly. "I think you should tell them what's going on. They at least need to know you've lost your Remnant power. The saving Gereth part— you might want to keep that between you and your father. Perhaps it would help motivate him to stay away from dark magic."




  "Or he'd feel so guilty about it he’d run back to dark magic to forget the pain," Kaltor replied grimly.




  Selene stiffened, flicking his ear in irritation. "You really think he'd run back to it so quickly? After all it cost you to save him from it?"




  Kaltor hissed against the sudden discomfort, rubbing the side of his head. "You don't get it."




  "Excuse me?" Selene said, sitting bolt upright. Her tone cracked through the air like a whip. "I was raised by a Battlescorned. For years I ate political intrigue for breakfast, then combat skill with father for dinner! Try me."




  "Alright," Kaltor said, raising his hands defensively against her mild verbal assault. "Everything my dad does, in his mind, is to protect his family. If he can't rely on my Remnant power as some kind of trump card, his only option will be to outdo his rivals on Taleveer's council."




  "There have to be other options," Selene said stubbornly. "We can talk to him together if you like. Maybe my training with Meriska can offer some choices he wasn't aware of before."




  Kaltor ran his fingers through her hair, carefully undoing a few tangles as he stroked her head. "Thanks for the offer, but I'd like to talk it over with him when the time is right. Give me a few more days to think everything through."




  The door to Kaltor's room thudded open beneath them, reverberating through the stone. A familiar Varadour's energy pulsed, drawing a smile from Kaltor. Selene sat upright instantly, her hand jumping to the hilt of her dagger. She hadn't learned to recognize Honmour and Talen's energies yet.




  "Kaltor?" Honmour's voice echoed below them. "Are you around here somewhere?"




  "Must be important," Kaltor said, getting to his feet and picking up his hooked rope. He could probably climb down on his own, but he couldn't ignore the fifty foot drop to the stone road below if something went wrong.




  "Race you!" Selene said, scampering ahead of him. She stopped at the edge of the roof, and then glanced at his hooked rope, recognizing the source of his hesitance. "Well, maybe next time," She smiled and slowly lowered herself over the edge, swinging onto his window sill with a small burst of power to steady her.




  Kaltor smiled and shook his head. "How did I ever find a woman like you in his great, big world?"




  "You weren't hard to find," Selene called as she swung down the wall. "I just ran for the center of the biggest mess I could find, and there you were."




  "Just trying to stay alive," Kaltor countered with a chuckle, setting his hook and easing his weight onto it tentatively. "Trouble always finds me, not the other way around."




  "Uh-huh," Selene echoed with a flirtatious grin, vanishing into his room.




  Hooking his rope onto the edge of the roof and followed Selene's path, Kaltor swung down onto the window sill. He managed it without any real difficulty, only to face Honmour's arched eyebrow as he looked from Selene to the window.




  "Your first night away from cold earth and tough saddles and you two spend it on the roof-top?" Honmour asked, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. "Was the alternative too soft for you?" His gesture included both the couch next to the fireplace and Kaltor's bed.




  An uncomfortable warmth filled Kaltor's face and Selene smiled playfully at him. Battlescorned didn't embarrass easily over that particular subject. He'd dreamed about such a moment of course, but dusty trails and nights alongside other soldiers weren't the time or place for something he would treasure so dearly.




  "Is there some reason you aren't sleeping peacefully yourself?" Kaltor shot back.




  "Of course," Honmour replied bitterly. The levity in his face melted away, leaving behind only sharp tension. "An envoy from Levarion arrived this afternoon from King Taleveer himself, specifically addressed to the survivors who helped beat the Destroyer."




  "This afternoon?" Kaltor asked with a shudder, glancing at Selene.




  Her eyes narrowed into dangerous slits as she stroked the hilts of her daggers. "Doesn't it take a week for riders to make it from the capital to Shaylis?" she asked.




  "Yes. I already checked with the messenger. He set out from Levarion six days ago," Honmour verified.




  "That means Taleveer knew the result of our fight with the Destroyer, practically the day it happened," Selene said uneasily. "How could he possibly know that?" An eerie silence filled the room, interrupted only by distant voices down the corridor.




  "Well, what could have let him know she was beaten?" Honmour asked, toying with the Peacebinder tassel around his neck. "I'd suggest spies in Doxan's ranks, but no messenger pigeon could get to Levarion from those mountains in two hours’ time."




  "Dark magic," Kaltor said, crossing his arms and glancing out the window. "He's probably trying something similar to what my dad did. Her creatures died when she did— I suppose if he had one of hers in a cage somewhere it would have died as well."




  "That or the Abyss, then. Or the Destroyer's own followers. Nothing we can't handle," Selene said matter-of-factly, as if placing a breakfast order in a local inn.




  "Yes— nothing we haven't faced before," Honmour echoed, rolling his eyes at Selene incredulously. "You are definitely Taneth's daughter."




  "Doxan and the others won't see things so clearly," Kaltor sighed, heading for the door. "Some might assume the king already knows that we know the truth about Rivatha, too."




  "Best get everyone together now, then," Honmour agreed. "We don't want anyone panicking and doing something foolish. If one man goes squealing to Taleveer in hopes of currying favor, we're all going to lose our skins."




  Selene gulped suddenly, staring at the stone floor beneath her. She cocked her head to one side, as if listening to someone in the distance. "You should go on without me," she said, rubbing her eyes and craning her neck to one side with a groan. "I'm going to start a fire and rest on the couch. It's been a long trip."




  "Alright," Kaltor answered, hesitating a moment at her feigned fatigue. What had she just said moments before about open honesty? "Be back in a bit," He closed the door and headed down the dim corridor, only lit by the occasional torch. Kaltor drew on his Varadour power, using skin vision to clear away the shadows.




  "Something wrong?" Honmour asked, walking alongside Kaltor. "She wasn't quite herself back there, and you've been awfully tense lately."




  Selene's power flickered back in his room, muffled, like healing energy. Kaltor hovered by a torch in the wall, staring at his bedroom door curiously, then grimaced. "One problem at a time. Let's sort out Doxan's men first."




  "Fair enough," Honmour agreed. "Keeping our skins sounds like a great first priority to me."




   




   




   




  Chapter 2




   




  It hit again. She could feel the stone floor vibrating beneath her, pushed by some distant power. Her insides twisted and writhed as her feet involuntarily absorbed the granite beneath her feet, turning them to stone. Her human calves cramped up so fiercely she fell to the ground, grunting at the impact. It felt as though she were dying of thirst, desperately grabbing for any flicker of the Sage power she had denied herself, for Kaltor's sake.




  The pain faded as quickly as it had struck. She felt a voice through the stone, carried on the vibrations. With a touch of healing energy to help her recuperate, she lay down on the floor. The warm Varadour power didn't reach her toes, stopped by the Sage within her, but it helped soothe the twisted muscles. She closed her eyes, piecing together the sounds only other Sages could discern.




  "Selene," The voice was Belfelas', the representative of the Sage Summit and her mentor, after a fashion. "I sincerely apologize for the pain this communication may incur."




  "You apologize? I felt like my stomach was going to chew its way out of my body!" Selene shot back angrily. Ever since she’d 'given her heart to the stone' as the Sages called it, her body had needed daily doses of ore. She felt the stone beneath her like an extension of her own body down into the walls of the rooms below. She could tell the floor at her feet, once a solid sheet of stone, now lay honeycombed with thin, empty tunnels where she'd wrenched stone into her body.




  Each time she absorbed stone, the transformation was more difficult to reverse. Even now she glared at her toes, which were stubbornly clinging to their slick, black granite hue.




  A few slow minutes passed. Fear tickled the back of her mind as she considered her outburst. Her parents—even Gereth, a scholar for King Taleveer—knew precious little about the Sages. One day, she would need the Sages’ help, especially if Kaltor's path took him into battles he couldn't win on his own.




  She sat up and stared at her feet, forcing her toes to turn human again. Raw ore oozed from her feet like thick mud, puddling and hardening on the floor. Pulling raising her legs into the air, she found a perfect imprint of her feet in the floor, as if made from plaster. The honeycombed gaps in the floor beneath her would remain empty, though. She didn't have the skill yet to command granite with such detail.




  "You haven't fed recently, have you?" Belfelas said through the stone, his tone frustrated.




  The moment his power touched her body, ore seeped into her again. This time though, she was sitting on the floor. Granite flooded into her posterior, running halfway up her legs and belly before she could stop it.




  "You can't be serious," she grumbled in frustration, careful not to send those words through the stone. She tried to pull herself from the floor, but her middle now weighed at least a hundred pounds and, despite her training with Taneth, she lacked the body strength. Delaying the transformation was like preventing the shivers or the hiccups. There was just a certain point where the body took over and did as it pleased.




  "Every time I absorb stone, it's harder to stay human," she sighed to the floor. She still said her portion of the message aloud, out of habit. It kept her from feeling too 'Sage-like.' More experienced members of her kind didn't even need to move their mouths. The vibrations in the stone were all they needed. Her message vibrated westward, toward the Sage Summit. She grinned at the rush of power flowing from her mind and into the granite, despite herself. If it weren't for Kaltor, she'd have joined the Summit long ago.




  It's amazing our messages travel all the way to the Summit and back in only a matter of minutes, Selene marveled. I wonder why more Sages don't break away from the mountain and join society? Just imagine the possibilities in war time! Nearly instant communication across miles and miles of terrain would change the course of almost any battle.




  "You cannot simply pick up your Sage powers whenever you please, like a sword you leave lying around and carry only in moments of need," Belfelas scolded her. "This new part of you is something you must nurture and develop. There is no going back, Selene. Resisting the transition from Varadour to Sage will only bring you pain, and it is a battle you can't win."




  By the time he’d finished speaking, both of Selene's legs were stone. They looked like beautiful sculptures, something set apart from daily life for people to admire for generations. Trying to steady her panicking heart with a few deep breaths, Selene closed her eyes and focused on pushing the change away yet again.




  "What do you need from me?" Selene asked, changing the topic.




  They'd spoken two other times during her journey back to Shaylis, briefly. It was another reason for not sharing her tent with Kaltor. Ever since he’d first met them in the Sage Summit, the sight of Sages had turned his stomach. She couldn't stand the thought of him looking at her like that, especially if she were lying in his arms at the time.




  Clenching her fists, she bore down in concentration on her torso, forcing the granite to flow into the floor. She glanced at her hands, calloused and strong, thinking of Kaltor's scarred knuckles from Taneth's bone conditioning. Her heart skipped a painful beat. Her father, Taneth, looked more like her grandfather now. Being with Kaltor could only end with her staying young and him quickly giving way to time, until he died of old age in his late thirties, as those who Blood-broke always did. Perhaps one of his enemies would strike first. Either way, she would see Kaltor die before returning to the Summit.




  She glanced at Kaltor's pack, lying against the wall with his practice weapons and travel gear. She thought of his smile. She remembered their recent sparring matches and fighting side by side with him against the Destroyer. The cold, hard exterior on her legs faded away much faster, already reaching her ankles. Yes, it's worth it. It won't last my lifetime, but I'd spend eternity hating myself if I didn't go through with this. What we have is worth it.




  "A Sage— Delena—has left our ranks and returned to Levarion," Belfelas reported, jerking her thoughts to the matter at hand. His vibrations were shorter now, anxious. "She's not responding to our call. We are still recovering from the battle against the Abyss and cannot go after her ourselves. Find her and bring her back to us. Either convince her or bring her to us by force."




  Selene bit back an incredulous remark. The fear in his vibrations was genuine. Something about Delena's departure had given him and the Summit serious pause. But bring a Sage back to the Summit, by force? How was she to manage that?!




  "I'm not your errand girl," Selene replied sharply, putting her hands on the floor as well, letting her emotions flow more deeply into her words. "I don't plan on really using these Sage powers for some time. Surely you can send someone else. There are hundreds of Sages in the Summit. Kaltor told me."




  She swallowed nervously as she sent the last of the message. Did she know enough about the Sages to risk turning them down? What if they turned against Kaltor or the others, as punishment for her impudence? With a sigh of surrender, she stood up. Her entire lower half was still stone, leaving her intestines twisting in pain, caught in mid-transformation.




  Selene hurried over to the couch. Her granite legs slid across the floor with a high-pitched shriek as she walked. Given time and practice, she could be as agile as any regular person. Judging by Belfelas' tone, time wasn't something she had in much abundance.




  Lying belly first on the soft cushions, she put a single fingertip against the stone floor and glared at it. Slowly, a trickle of ore oozed from her hand and into the floor. Closing her eyes, she tried to direct its flow in the weaker parts of the floor. All she got was another puddle on the floor.




  The wooden frame creaked in complaint beneath her granite legs, which were slowly reverting back to her old human flesh. If Belfelas did send a stern reply, she didn't want those vibrations hitting half of her body. The more contact she had with ore, the faster she could absorb it. Working through a lone finger helped limit the flow of power and rock.




  "Selene!" Belfelas roared in reply, voice thick with frustration. "I am sending you after Delena so you can see what befalls Sages who, for whatever reason, resist the transition," He paused a moment, collecting himself.




  He continued in feigned patience. "She has answers and instruction you will need. We hope that in helping you, she will remember the importance of her place among us and return. Bring her back and we will be in your debt. Surely someone as important as Kaltor, a Remnant, will appreciate the good will of the Sages."




  Belfelas' words hammered into Selene so hard, ore surged up her arm and into her torso. The couch shrieked beneath the combined weight of her partially human legs and chest, splintering wood and tearing fabric as she fell through it. The moment she hit stone, she gasped in a mixture of pain from the force of his words, and pleasure as her body merged with the stone completely.




  "Very well," Selene sputtered into the rock. "I will do as you ask."




  Reverting back to her human form took at least an hour. At first, she tried it within the couch's broken limbs. Torn table legs and twisted nails prodded at her flesh the moment she forced it back to tan, calloused skin.




  She rolled from the debris of the broken couch and crawled over to the fireplace. She lay there gasping on the ground, taking each breath with disciplined control, willing the stone to leave her body. She looked at the floor behind her, now full of small hills and valleys from her constant absorption and regurgitation of ore. "I wonder if they'd believe the floor was always like this?" she sighed aloud.




  When her right hand finally returned to normal, she stroked her stone-covered left tenderly. She found a deep, timeless peace in the stone. There, she could pull away from her parents' constant struggle to out-wit each other and King Taleveer's constant plots to keep the nobles under his control. That deep sense of belonging in the Summit, with the Sages was what really called to her. It promised her a safe and secure place to escape from the world, somewhere no king or assassin could ever touch.




  Then, she’d fallen in love with Kaltor. Now she had to resist the change whenever she could, and endure the pain those efforts always brought crashing down on her. Minutes ticked by as she gradually returned to her old self. It got harder each time.




  "Thank you," Belfelas' response finally arrived as a tired whisper.




  "You're welcome," Selene replied, rolling her eyes as another couple pounds of ore soaked into her legs. "I'll do my best to find her."




  When her feet were no longer granite she walked over to the window and looked out across Shaylis. The moon hung high in the sky now. Only a few hours of night remained. Part of her groaned with fatigue and begged her to sleep. She sent Varadour energy through her veins, keeping herself awake and alert. Keeping herself human.




  Her mind refused to sleep now, illuminated by the possibility of a rogue Sage in Levarion. Delena— why had she left the Summit in the first place? If Selene couldn't convince her to return, how could she possibly use 'force' against another Sage? Belfelas was the youngest Sage in the Summit. That meant Delena was that much older, more experienced, and more powerful than Selene could possibly become in the short week separating them from Taleveer's capital city.




  Kneeling down before the window, Selene looked at herself in the pale moon light. Setting one hand on the floor, she drew a handful of ore into it, just enough to change its color. Her right arm strained from the sudden increase in weight as she hefted her stone hand alongside her normal, calloused one.




  This was the challenge awaiting her. She gulped, watching how her granite hand reflected the moonlight. Somehow, she had to stay human for Kaltor's sake. But also, she had to track down and convince a Sage. Something she couldn't do without using her Sage powers, at least in part.




  Shaking her head in disbelief, she pushed the ore from her right hand and crawled into bed. A touch of Varadour power sent her off into a deep sleep, which her tired body accepted without a moment's hesitation.




   




  *****




   




  "So, Taleveer's somehow connected to the Destroyer," Doxan surmised, sitting next to Warden in the war room. The chamber was crowded now, originally intended for only royalty and their advisers. Now every surviving member of Doxan's forces—twelve in all—the Battleborn, Gereth, and Warden, nervously sat around a map of Levarion. Some of them held candles or torches, for warmth as much as for light.




  "It's too soon to assume he was connected to her directly," Gereth cut in, tapping Taleveer's palace on the map with his battle mace. The tool served as a mark of office, as well as a Sight Seeker weapon. His eyes had a dangerous glint to them, as if he was anxious for some poor soul to practice it on. "Perhaps he had one of her Perversions locked away in his dungeon. It would have died the moment she returned to the Abyss. We won't know until we get to Levarion and investigate for ourselves."




  Like most of them, he was bundled up in a robe and his small clothes. After such an arduous journey, no one had the energy to don their full armor for a late night meeting. Even Warden, the regent of Shaylis, wore linen trousers and a wool sweater. He was a soldier at heart, though. Even the wealth of the throne couldn't separate him from the kinship he felt with his men.




  "Get there?" Caseon cut in. Although he was the best healer in Doxan's crew, the deep scars on the left side of his face from a Zulak's claws suggested a much more lethal skill set. "That might be just what Taleveer wants! He knew the moment we killed the Destroyer. What if he knows about Rivatha's memory, too? If he knows that we know he murdered his own mother in order to start the Three King War— he can't risk letting us live, can he?"




  "What do you suggest we do, then?" Honmour shrugged. "Should we write back and say, 'Your most noble Majesty, we regret to inform you that we will not be able to attend our own award ceremony due to unforeseen circumstances. Please recruit men to replace us, as we are fleeing the country at the earliest possible convenience."




  Gereth chuckled at that comment, but most of Doxan's men didn't. They licked their lips and looked from one to another, like hungry children daring each other to grab the last strip of venison from the smoke house and run for it.




  One bunch in particular, led by sub-captain Vanin, didn't say a word at all. They were all tough and rugged in battle, but practical. They weren't the men one would rely upon for suicide tactics to save the whole. They'd instead make sure, at all costs, they were part of the whole. In consequence, none of them were Blood-broken. They stared at the map as if it were a surgeon about to use them for practice.




  Perhaps they're just tired, Kaltor thought, wincing at the lingering pains in his own tired muscles. We all are. Exhausted and paranoid. I wish the king had given us at least a few days to rest and catch our breath a bit. The men have definitely earned it.




  "I'd say that's an idea worth considering," Talen said softly, drawing looks of surprise from Kaltor, Honmour, and Gereth. "We already know Taleveer isn't worthy of leading Levarion. Isn't our obligation obvious? We find another king to serve, or we put someone else in Taleveer's place. The man's spy network reaches across the whole kingdom. You really think we can keep him from knowing that we know his greatest secret?"




  "Doesn't mean that we should just jump into trying to depose him," Doxan pointed out, patting Caseon on the shoulder. The young Varadour hadn't taken his father's passing well, and the older captain didn't have any children of his own.




  "I still have some influence in the council and among the Sight Seekers," Gereth added, pulling his confused eyes from Talen and facing the rest of Doxan's men. "At least give me a few days there to assess how much he knows and what danger we're really in. Where would we go, anyway? He has dozens of fully trained Battleborn at his disposal. We have three. He also commands a spy network with Battlescorned serving in all the surrounding countries. He would find us if we ran."




  "Caught between two hammers and an anvil," Honmour muttered, stroking the deep scars along his skull. "It's a question of which one is more dangerous. If we desert, he will come after us, regardless. If we play along and never mention Rivatha again, there's a chance we could get by. Once the excitement from the ceremony has settled, we can decide our next move."




  "Assuming someone in here doesn't let it slip," Kaltor said seriously. Every soldier looked at his fellow, some eyes suspicious, others trusting. "Do you all think we could pull it off? We play the heroes for Taleveer like he wants, and pretend we know nothing of Rivatha's memory. Once the celebration has calmed down, we gather and discuss where we stand with Taleveer. Agreed?"




  Soldier, regent, Battleborn, and royal advisor looked around at their little crew and nodded in agreement. Some of the soldiers didn't meet their gaze, though, eyes locked on the floor. Kaltor's stomach grumbled nervously.




  One word to the wrong person about Taleveer's mother— Kaltor thought, pursing his lips as he considered the task that lay before them. That's all it’ll take to bring Taleveer down on us with everything he has. I can't imagine he'd let us live, knowing what we know about him. I have to risk it. I don't have any other options. I don't have my Remnant power anymore. I can't risk defying a king— not now.




   




   




   




  Chapter 3




   




  "Father, Talen, Honmour— a word?" Kaltor said, catching Gereth by the shoulder on his way out of the war room. The Sight Seeker paused, nodded, and stepped aside as Doxan's men filed out. A few of them shot puzzled expressions their way. Vanin's was outright suspicious, but most of them were too tired to care. Even Warden only shrugged uncaringly as he left.
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