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  Chapter 1




   




  "Again!" Master Taneth demanded. He smacked his staff against the tree repeatedly, increasing the tempo. "In time with the rhythm, faster," They trained on the edge of flat, grassy clearing, with hulking mountain summits jutting around them in the distance like ancient jaws from the Earth herself.




  Gritting his teeth against the escalating pain in his knuckles and elbows Kaltor repeated the rhythm of blows. Only a thin sand bag separated his extremities from the thick metal plate nailed into the tree before him. Blow after blow descended in a steady pattern as he tried to focus more on the beat itself than the escalating agony in his knuckles.




  "Harder!" Taneth urged, grabbing the middle of his staff and beating each free end against the thick oak standing between them. "You will handle twice this much when your life depends on it."




  "You plan on taking a week for me to heal up after this session?" Kaltor grumbled through gritted teeth.




  Taneth waved the remark aside. "Your healing skills aren’t what they should be, either. You spent a whole week at the capital getting that stupid medal. Time you truly earned it!"




  Biting back a bitter response, Kaltor focused on Master Taneth’s rhythm. Agony twisted and writhed through his arms from the constant barrage. "Is this really about the training?" he grumbled softly through gritted teeth, "or is he just furious I got a medal so soon? He wasn’t awarded one ‘til after the war."




  Taneth smashed his staff into Kaltor’s shin, sending waves of hot pain up his pupil’s leg. "I have Varadour hearing like you, idiot!" Taneth snapped back. "Faster!" He spun another blow toward his pupil’s head. Kaltor hissed rebelliously, blocking the strike with a sore elbow and rushing forward.




  Deflecting an overhead strike, Kaltor caught hold of the thick oak shaft. Before he could pull it free, air spewed from his lungs as Taneth released the weapon himself and dove forward instead, tackling his pupil to the ground. Kaltor tried to rise, drawing on his Varadour power to maintain his strength and balance, but Taneth neutralized those efforts with a series of kicks to his knees.




  In seconds Kaltor struggled for freedom from one of Taneth’s wrestling holds, as the old war hero held his pupil’s right leg and arm in his Varadour enhanced grip. Kaltor’s attempts to reach his opponent with his free hand only resulted in clawing against the veteran’s thick leather armor uselessly.




  "You’re too predictable Kaltor," Master Taneth chastised, tightening his grip even further to drive his lesson home. "You’ve won most battles thus far because your enemy underestimated you."




  "Estimate this!" Kaltor shouted, rolling onto his free arm and leg with Master Taneth still atop him. Focusing his exertion deep within his chest, he felt one of the pouches around his heart contract, flooding his body with strength-enhancing fluid. With cry of rebellion he hurled them both into the tree behind them, sandwiching Taneth between them with a sickening crunch.




  The hold on his arm and leg broke upon impact. Take that, Kaltor thought angrily.




  The moment his feet hammered against the soft earth Kaltor lunged for the staff on the ground. Something caught hold of his foot, pulling him backward across the grass in a similar, though weaker, burst of power. Spinning against the resilient opponent he froze, a long scimitar blade dangling in front of his throat.




  "I’m not done with my lecture," Master Taneth grumbled, shaking the weapon emphatically. "You’re emotional and impetuous," Holding the blade with one hand, he pushed aside a pile of leaves with the other, revealing its sheath buried beneath the debris, next to the tree they practiced by. "When your enemies realize that flaw, you’ll die. Quickly."




  "You actually knew I’d end up throwing you against the tree?" Kaltor replied, trying to sound humbled, though bitter frustration still dominated his tone. "You know me a lot better than our enemies. They wouldn’t have seen that last move coming."




  "They shouldn’t even see the first one," Master Taneth instructed, glancing at Kaltor’s hands. "Your knuckles are bleeding. Go ahead and heal. We’ll get to higher ground for your next lesson."




  With a sigh of surrender, Kaltor focused on another gland around his heart. The healing power took more discipline to manage. Over-doing it could literally overgrow a wound, one of Master Taneth’s favorite forms of punishment. Small amounts of regenerative liquid seeped into his blood stream. The numbing warmth soon reached his elbows and hands, and the bleeding stopped.




  Taneth retrieved his pack from behind a nearby log and pulled a small bundle of herbs free. "Here," he said, tossing the plants to Kaltor. "Take some fabric and wrap these around the wounds. They’ll help you recover faster."




  With a grunt of forced gratitude Kaltor accepted Taneth’s help as they wrapped both his hands in the nourishing herbs and fresh linens. Shouldering their packs, they hiked further up the trail, toward the hill’s summit. It towered over the other ranges, with the exception of the imposing snowcapped mountains to the north.




  "So, what happens now?" Kaltor asked. "You’ve already counseled with my father and the King, right?"




  Taneth didn’t say anything, but maintained his steady pace. The higher they rose in elevation the more trees gave way to thick, low growing shrubs. They picked huckleberries as they walked, watching the birds flying east in gradually descending circles, eyes fixed on the ground for potential prey.




  "Your mother is staying at the Capital for a few more weeks," Taneth said aloud, not bothering to turn around. Kaltor hastened his pace, closing the gap so he could hear his Master’s counsel the first time around. The man hated repeating himself. "After the riots at Levarion, the Peace Binders there needed some leadership. The girl Nadya is with her, too."




  "What about my father?" Kaltor asked.




  "He’s poring through the library. I imagine he’ll eventually return to the Vault," Taneth explained, stopping a moment to watch another bird flying eastward, eyes narrowing suspiciously. "What I taught you today applies to the Destroyer, as well. We need to think things out completely. What she wants, how she thinks, where we can surprise her. You’ve only survived because she under-estimated you and your Link to your brother."




  Kaltor shuddered. As usual, Master Taneth was right. How long until she gets a clearer idea of our capabilities? he wondered. And how on earth do you surprise something that’s spent the last thousand years planning her assault? That’s a lot of time to think of every possible outcome.




  Chewing his lip worriedly, he fell into step behind Taneth as they followed the winding game trail further up the hill. Usually they traveled much slower, with the goal of touching whatever animals they crossed paths with, in order to test their stealth. This time foxes and rabbits heard them from a far off and scampered out of the way.




  Maybe this is just to give me a chance to think about things, he decided. Reviewing the details of the fighting in Levarion, he saw the wisdom in Taneth’s words. Most of his actions were simply reactions to the circumstances, easily predictable if someone saw the patterns. The simple fact that a wiser opponent could actually predict where a battle would end and hide a weapon there made his skin crawl.




  Taneth stopped when they reached the summit. Crouching onto his knees he looked westward, eyes fixed on the two smaller mountain ranges to the west. A small sea of trees filled the valleys between them, waving in the wind like a green ocean rolling against high mountain shores.




  Oh, for the love of the Gods! Kaltor groaned inwardly. Please tell me we aren’t just going to sit here and meditate for hours on end! He wisely held his tongue, however, and sat down next to his Master with his legs crossed.




  "Have you ever tried to design the perfect plan?" Master Taneth asked, still staring westward. His tone was tired, but impressed at the same time, seeing something his pupil couldn’t.




  "Well," Kaltor thought a minute before answering, "I don’t think there are any perfect plans. It’s just a question of if the target you have in mind falls for it or not."




  "Which part of it?"




  "The part where they die, or take the poison, or fall asleep, or whatever your objective is."




  "But what if you had multiple parts in your plan where you could overcome an opponent?" Taneth insisted, his tone growing more furious. "A network of back-up plans and traps, set up so that each failure only fuels your next plan? How do you beat someone like that? If every time you overcome a plot you find you’ve walked right into another one of her plans?"




  Is he trying to drive the earlier lesson home still? Kaltor wondered, glancing out over the mountains but unable to discern the cause of Master Taneth’s distraction. Something nibbled away at his mind, just out of reach. Something felt very wrong, more so because he couldn’t quite figure it out.




  "You have to keep surprising them, I guess?" he said nervously. "Keep things unpredictable."




  "We thought when the Destroyer first struck," Taneth said, sitting back on his haunches, fatigue evident in his voice and white hair, "that her intent was to distract us with Melshek while she hit the capital," He pointed out over the rolling hills. "We were half right. She was distracting us."




  "She…" Kaltor looked out over the thick forest, still blind to whatever threw despair into Taneth’s voice. A few plumes of steam rose from the local Hot Spots, where viper hounds usually took up residence. They were raised portions of heated rock a couple miles in diameter, separated from the surrounding terrain by wide gorges, spewing steam or even lava. Thick jungle foliage usually covered their surfaces. "What are you talking about?"




  "There," Taneth said, pointing toward the south-west. "Watch the birds."




  Then Kaltor saw the disturbance. Every minute or so a hawk or small tangle of sparrows took flight from the tall trees, all heading south or east. Whatever scared the birds away traveled slowly but steadily to the south. Varadour power hummed within Kaltor and Taneth as they amplified their vision, trying to get a glimpse of the encroaching threat below.




  Even with superior vision, they couldn’t see through the thick foliage of the high mountain pine trees. They just got a better look at the birds. "Maybe it’s just a group of hunters?" Kaltor theorized uneasily. "You’re just jumping at shadows."




  "Look how wide it is!" Taneth snapped. "It isn’t a single source, or even a small group. It’s at least a quarter mile wide, sticking to the thickest parts of the valley to avoid detection. The trade routes would be too obvious," He turned south, pointing toward the changing terrain where it turned jagged and rocky. "They’ll slowdown in order to cross the chasms."




  "‘Too obvious?’" Kaltor cut in. "What are you talking about?"




  "I hope I’m wrong, but the last time I saw something like this, it was an army," Taneth said grimly, getting to his feet and grabbing his staff. "It’s the Malagians. They’ve sent an army and they’re headed for Shaylis."




   




   




   




  Chapter 2




   




  "This can’t be happening!" Kaltor repeated desperately, following Taneth’s quickened pace down the hill to the south, parallel to the disturbance in the valley below. "Shaylis is still recovering from the attack of last month. They can’t handle a siege!"




  "It wouldn’t be a siege," Taneth retorted, his staff hammering the ground like a third leg as his accelerated pace tore through the soft, dew-covered earth. "Half the northern regiment was sent back down to Levarion when the riots broke out and only the Gods know if they’ve managed to repair the city’s western portion, much less the walls."




  "So, what are our options, then?" Kaltor demanded, breaking into a jog to keep up with Master Taneth. Occasionally they jumped from one stone to another as they descended the steep, rocky terrain, their bodies quivering with occasional flashes of power to steady or cushion their decent. Without a stabilizing stick to throw his weight against, Kaltor sometimes hit the rocks on all fours to counter the sudden changes in speed and momentum.




  "You’re right," Taneth huffed, relenting suddenly. "We should make sure. Maybe I’m wrong. By the Gods, I hope I’m wrong!" They reached the foot of the hill where it flattened into a thickly overgrown clearing, then ascended the rise on the other side.




  An army would take at least a month to get this far into the mountains, Kaltor estimated. They couldn’t be connected to the Destroyer’s rising, could they? She still has one device we haven’t accounted for, but transporting an entire army just wouldn’t be possible, even a thousand years ago!




  Ten minutes later they stood on top of the next ridge, only a few hundred yards closer to their answers. Taneth paused, eyeing the army’s possible routes, muttering under his breath. He glanced northward, then took off in that direction, Varadour power resonating from his body as staved off fatigue. His course took them another half mile up the ridge before he finally stopped, breath heavy, hands on his knees.




  "H-hot Spots," Taneth managed to sputter, pointing northward.




  Hope sparkled within Kaltor as he snapped his fingers victoriously, catching his breath as well. "That will slow them down! You’re right. No one travels near those. That’s why the trade roads were first formed, to avoid viper hound lairs."




  Taneth shot his pupil a fierce glare and pointed further north, behind the path of the disturbance. Billowing steam erupted from the lava-filled gorges a couple miles in that direction. From their view, Hot Spots stood out because of the change to jungle vegetation. Amidst the waves of pines and oaks, small patches of tropical plants erupted, the air shimmering around them from the heat.




  This… can’t be right. Kaltor thought as he, for the first time, realized the length of the disturbance. Birds flew away and kept their distance from a patch of terrain about a quarter mile wide and three miles long, passing two Hot Spots on the way.




  "What can it mean?" Kaltor asked, his voice hollow in disbelief. "They travel past viper hound lairs as if they’re nothing! Those were our biggest deterrent to an invasion from this direction. I don’t understand."




  "We need a better look-out point, where they have to expose themselves," Taneth decided, already recovered from their sprint thanks to their power. He didn’t leave immediately, though. His eyes were still distant and unfocused, seeing something else entirely.




  "Everything okay?" Kaltor prodded cautiously, walking a few steps to the south before Master Taneth took up pursuit. Kaltor already knew the best vantage point to watch the invaders from. Taneth often meditated there, where they could overlook the southern mountain range from above.




  "Just some bad memories," Taneth answered, shaking his head as if trying to stave off a physical chill in the wind. "There are just a few types of armies that wouldn’t give a Hot Spot a wide berth. None of them good."




  Kaltor tried to ignore the shudder working its way up his spine as he hugged the ridge, heading due south along the broken, sharp rocks. They didn’t have to worry about the enemy spotting them yet, since thick foliage still impeded view from both directions. At least if this does turn into an all-out battle, Kaltor thought optimistically, we’re fighting on familiar ground. That will make a big difference.




  He glanced back at Master Taneth’s wary expression and worried eyes. I hope.




  An hour later they crawled up to the edge of a large outcropping, jutting out over the rest of the southern mountains. Kaltor knew from personal experience that even a Varadour enhancing his vision couldn’t see anything distinct as far away as their target still was, but from here they could estimate the size of the disturbance, or—if Master Taneth’s instincts proved accurate—the military force.




  The disturbance followed its previous path straight south, curving slightly at the next Hot Spot. One of the largest in the region, this one was a mile across and over five times that in width from north to south. If the impending force were an army, they’d lose a lot of time going around the obstacle, but they’d hug the trails along its southern tip and give Kaltor and Taneth a chance to better estimate their numbers and purpose.




  The disturbance paused on the western edge of the Hot Spot. People emerged on the edge of the gorge, but even with accentuated vision, all Kaltor could see were figures in brown and black clothes, tossing something attached to a rope to the other side of the gorge. One of the trees in the distance buckled and tumbled, then another.




  ""Maker’s might," Taneth swore quietly. "They're building a bridge. That man’s measuring the length of the chasm."




  "What?!" Kaltor shot back in disbelief. "Who would want to make those things more accessible?"




  "Someone who doesn’t fear viper hounds," Taneth muttered, giving his hair a frustrated tug. "Maybe it is the Destroyer’s doing. I’ve seen armies confident enough to travel next to a Hot Spot, but never through one."




  The aged veteran rolled over onto his back and groaned, clutching his face in both hands. The morning sunlight played maliciously on the master’s scars and white-tinged hair. That’s the first time I’ve seen him… overwhelmed, Kaltor realized. Even when helping us fight the demon, he wasn’t intimidated by her tactics.




  Glancing back toward the enemy force, he watched them lay the first log across the ravine. Instead of laying a second one down however, they pulled a number of rectangle shaped cages up to the log on their end of the cliff. "Master Taneth," Kaltor said, "What are they doing now?"




  Before their eyes they watched familiar-looking long, black creatures with canine gaits hurried across the log and into the jungle atop the Hot Spot. "Haven’s reach protect us," Taneth whispered. "Are those… viper hounds?"




  Within minutes they could pull from the windy air the shrieks of viper hounds in battle. Soon dozens of the snake-like canines emerged on the eastern side of the ravine, jumping across the chasm with all their strength. Most covered the distance and landed securely on the other side. Some of the smaller cubs didn’t.




  "That’s their first plan, then," Master Taneth said.




  "Yeah," Kaltor agreed, getting to his feet. "Scaring away the viper hounds means they have an easy retreat lined up, and a straight shot at Shaylis."




  "Not quite," Taneth answered grimly. "Think about it. Where are all the viper hounds going?"




  "East. Back to-" Kaltor’s eyes widened with a gulp. "Back to the Compound."




  Those creatures preferred to feed on Varadours like him and his fellow Battleborn. Dozens of them were headed straight toward camp, and the first Stunt unlucky enough to draw on Varadour power would start a blood bath.




  "We’ve got to get back," Master Taneth agreed, taking off down the ridge, his pace a bit unsteady as he practiced abstaining from the instinctive use of their power. "And if we use our power to help us, we’ll have dozens of those things breathing their foul stench down our necks."




   




  *****




   




  "This is a whole lot… Abyss-taken harder than… I thought it’d be," Kaltor gasped. The straps from his pack dug into his shoulders with each step and his legs throbbed constantly from their labored pace against the unrelenting stone trails. Master Taneth plowed onward a few yards further up the trail, his pace showing no sign of letting up, even without his power’s aid.




  At least when we travel like this I can say whatever I want and not be overheard.




  They crested the top of a small hill, overlooking the heavily wooded area around them and Taneth stopped. Grinding to a halt behind his trainer, Kaltor bent over and rested his hands on his knees, gasping for air and waiting for the stitch in his side to subside. Taneth stood still, watching the forest behind them and looking ahead steadily.




  "We’re gaining on them," Taneth said. "It looks like the Viper hounds are slowing their pace a bit. But don’t risk using your power. One or two may have run farther ahead than the rest."




  "How… how can you know that?" Kaltor asked, perplexed. He glared at the woods behind them in search for the same sign Taneth already acknowledge, but in vain. Taneth didn’t respond, only watching Kaltor as he always did when his pupils didn’t quite grasp something he found quite obvious.




  "You rely too much on your power," Taneth advised, leaning on his staff and letting a bit of his fatigue show between deep breaths. "That’s easier for your enemies to take advantage of than you might think. I wish I had realized it sooner. I’d never considered teaching you to fight without your abilities," He continued walking down the trail, following the game trail toward the creek gurgling faintly in the distance.




  "You didn’t answer my question," Kaltor repeated stubbornly, limping after him as the twisting pain in his side impeded his smooth stride. "How can you run like that? How do you still know where the Viper hounds are?"




  Taneth pivoted, returning the questions with an angry glare. "I do not share all my skills with any student just because he’s graduated to Battleborn," Kaltor took a step back as if physically struck by the fierceness in his master’s tone. "Even if you are the Varadour Remnant, a receptacle of ancient power, I will train you when I believe you are ready. NOT before. Are we clear?"




  Kaltor bowed apologetically and wisely kept his mouth shut. Where did that come from? he wondered, but the prospect of satiating his thirst at the nearby creek helped distract his curiosity. Aside from the war stories the veteran told, it was difficult to separate the rumors around the previous war from what really happened.




  They reached the soothing mountain stream a few minutes later, filling their animal skin canteens and drinking their fill. The water, fresh out of the earth from a nearby spring, sent goose bumps racing up his arms upon contact. He splashed the liquid onto his face and body with a content sigh, rinsing his skin, hair, and leather armor from the dust and grime of travel.




  Taneth sat on the ground next to him, staring into the water with his lips pursed together in thought and memory. For a moment he resembled a child, running his fingers through the shimmering surface and admiring the sudden waves of disturbance as if for the first time. The Battleborn often stopped at the spring nearby for fresh water, but arriving here without using their power added an odd sense of … accomplishment, to the feat.




  "Try to appreciate what moments of quiet you have," Taneth said, though his eyes and thoughts were focused on something deep in the past. "Those moments can keep your spirits up when everything else is turning against you."




  After a moment more, Kaltor interrupted Taneth’s thoughts. "What are we going to do, Master?" Returning to his feet, he stretched his legs a bit and returned the water-filled animal skin to the bag hanging over his shoulder, gritting his teeth against his sore legs in preparation to continue traveling.




  Taneth did not stand up. "First, we’ll alert the Stunts to not rely on their powers," he said. "The enemy is hoping those wild viper hounds will catch us off guard and kill off most experienced Varadours before they even arrive," Cupping his hands into a bowl shape he took another sip of water and said, "Then we’ll have the weaker Stunts report to Shaylis and the surrounding towns. We’ve got to rally what forces are still here."




  "Okay, I’m ready to go," Kaltor said anxiously, doing his best to hide the fatigue clawing at him for relief.




  Taneth still didn’t move. Instead he raised his hand and said, "Give it another minute. Listen."




  At first, all Kaltor could hear were the light-hearted songs of blue jays and his own slowing heartbeat. Gritting his teeth against both curiosity and frustration he turned back to the cool water and sat down again, wishing the cold water could relieve his anxiety as quickly as it could his fatigue.




  "What exac—"




  "Shhh," Taneth said, putting a hand on Kaltor’s shoulder. "Relax and listen. We don’t have to run the whole distance. They’re coming."




  "Who?"




  Taneth threw him another frustrated glare and Kaltor shut his mouth. This is stupid, he thought. There is an entire army with creatures under their control even wild viper hounds flee from, and we’re here ‘listening’. What could be more important than that? Despite his rebellious thoughts he took a deep breath and followed Master Taneth’s wishes.




  Then he heard it.




  Boys talked light heartedly as they hiked, the crackling twigs and breaking limbs giving away their position. Stunts sometimes relaxed too much for Taneth’s liking, and they’d likely be punished later for the ease they traveled in.




  "You knew they were coming for the last five minutes, didn’t you? Even before they were close enough for us to hear them?" he asked with a mild gasp of admiration.




  Taneth grinned, but kept his eyes closed. "I should apologize for snapping at you earlier. I am as angry at myself as I am with that army back there," He muttered a thick stream of profanity, then continued. "I will probably train you more fully in time," he promised, glancing Kaltor’s direction, "but only when the time is right and I feel your heart will respect the power."




  "‘The power?’" Kaltor asked cautiously, knowing only a few seconds separated them from the Stunts’ advanced hearing, but not wanting to push Taneth too much for more information. "You have another power? Different from the one you’re born with?"




  "Of course," Taneth replied. "We all do."




  Kaltor’s brow furrowed curiously, that was something even the ancient legends didn’t mention. Taneth laughed at his pupil’s befuddled state, a facial expression that contrasted oddly with the scars on his face and neck.




  "Knowledge is power, my boy," Taneth said simply. "Knowledge is power."




  Suddenly, Varadour power emanated from one of the Stunts, racing the others toward the refreshing water. Their relaxed pace and Kaltor’s pensive reflections shattered in the wake of a viper hound’s frenzied howl a hundred yards to the north. Taneth unsheathed his sword and dove into the trees, Kaltor running after him but unable to maintain his Master’s incredible pace.




  "How in the Abyss does he keep moving like that?!" Kaltor swore, drawing his throwing blades as he weaved in between tree limbs.




  He caught glimpses of the ensuing battle through the thick foliage. The veteran used a sudden spike of Varadour power, drawing frenzied screams from the creature as it turned on the latest arrival and dove forward.




  Kaltor arrived in time to see Master Taneth spin aside, narrowing avoiding its snake-like maw, and decapitating it on the spot in a sudden burst of speed. Despite the tricky maneuver, no Varadour energy radiated from the warrior.




  Taneth didn’t use his power that time, Kaltor realized, his pace grinding to a shocked halt at the edge of the clearing, his jaw hanging open absently.




  He moved like a Battleborn, but I didn’t feel an ounce of power coming from him. That’s how he caught the beast off guard. Taneth wiped the blood from his sword before giving Kaltor a glare potent enough to melt iron.




  Oh, Kaltor thought, nodding seriously in acknowledgement. I’m the only one who saw that, the Stunts were too panicked. He definitely doesn’t want anyone else knowing about what just happened.




  Stunned by the display, Kaltor didn’t join them in the clearing. Taneth knelt down, eyes heavy with sorrow. A couple other Stunts peaked out from behind bushes or atop trees, eyes unsure but gathering renewed confidence when they saw Taneth. They gathered around him, eyes fixed on the same spot of ground.




  Curiosity finally outweighed Kaltor’s awe and he walked across the field. Deep gashes in the grass showed where the Viper hound had emerged from the forest, homing in on the lead Stunt as they’d raced across the field. What remained of the sprinter lay in crimson pieces, the stunt’s eyes staring at them emptily.




  Ugh, Kaltor thought with a shudder. I hate it when the eyes do that.




  Master Taneth sighed heavily, closed the eyes, and stood. "You can come out now, Icewing," he said soothingly. "The viper hound’s dead."




  Leather scratched against wood, and a wiry stunt emerged from a small, hollow log. The beaten grass around his hasty hiding place proved he’d dived in as soon as the viper hound arrived. His face was pale and his limbs trembled, eyes glued to the body of the stunt at their feet.




  "I’m so sorry," he muttered, barely audible. "I thought it’d be fun to race. I’m so sorry."




  "Icewing," Taneth said, walking over to the stunt. Taking the boy’s head in his hands he glared forcefully into his eyes. "This was not your fault. You didn’t know they’d migrated. You’re going back to the Compound with me. Okay?"




  Icewing nodded numbly. Poor kid, Kaltor thought. Getting your friend killed… even if you did it in ignorance, knowing that doesn’t lighten the burden. He recalled Jensai’s death and shuddered, his heartbeat doubling as he briefly relived the desperate fight.




  Taneth sheathed his sword, and turned to the other Stunts. "There’s a Malagian army only a few days west of here. Three of you will head to Shaylis and the outlying villages. Tell them to send leaders and troops to our compound," he said. "Spread the word. Viper hounds are migrating east. Do NOT use your powers unless absolutely necessary."




  The three smallest Stunts, two of them recent arrivals from Shaylis, dove back into the underbrush. The two older ones, both of which had participated in the battle for Shaylis last month, still stood holding their spears at the ready. Their weapons shook with fear, but their eyes were steady.




  "The rest of you will head north," Taneth ordered. "Honmour and Talen are training Stunts at the outlying camps. Order them all back into the Compound," Waving to Kaltor to follow, he resumed his pace. "We will gather there and figure out a battle plan."




  He paused for second, glancing sadly at the corpse behind them. "We don’t have time for a burial. More may die if we don’t get moving. I’ll send a letter to his parents."




  After the battle at Shaylis and the riots in the capital, there can’t be many troops left up here in the mountains. What are we going to do? Hissing angrily, Kaltor concluded, Looks like we know the next phase of her plan. We aren’t ready for this at all.




   




   




   




  Chapter 3




   




  The Abyssian sat quietly in an elaborately carved wooden rocking chair. Resting both elbows on top of the armrests, she put her thumbs and fingers together and pushed her hands against her forehead, her demonic black glove bristling with red energy on her right hand.




  To the passing servants, she appeared to be resting or meditating. But inside, the demon was communicating with its own kind. Her physical body shivered, as her spirit sank below the surface of the earth. Gritting her teeth against the lurching sensation filling her stomach, she pushed deeper and deeper through the Earth's rocky barriers.




  Connecting to the Abyss wracked her physical body with intense nausea, as her spirit’s link to her host strained under the pressure. But the other Abyssians would surface one day, with or without her help, so staying in their good graces was a necessity, for the moment.




  Heed my voice, master, she thought to the realms below. I bring news.




  For a blissful moment, no other spirits touched her mind, and she allowed herself to hope that they might not respond at all. Then she felt his answer, and sensed the fiery frustration welling up in this Demon of the Abyss. She didn’t know where the other two Arch-Demons were and she didn’t want to. She could already taste bits and pieces of this Demon’s former life, which in some cases included the literal flavors of the beasts and people he'd consumed.




  I hear you, daughter, the voice responded, quivering with hungry rage.




  We are not impressed with your failures of late. Her breath tightened, as the full force of their concentration struck. She felt as though she were suffocating, and suddenly knew that if it was their will, they could rip her from the body she possessed and drag her back down to the Abyss on the spot.




  Tell us you have something of merit to report, or we will reconsider our offer of helping you when we return to the surface, the Demon said.




  The Destroyer almost hissed at that remark. They did not understand that although she wasn't imprisoned with them at the Earth's core, her thousand-year prison in the tomb had cut her off from much of the information of the changing times. One could only plan so far against the unknown. Steeling herself for the rebuttal, she gritted her teeth. If the next minute did not go as planned, they would likely drag her back to the Abyss immediately.




  I have decided to employ the king's personal enemies, and join them with some of my finest creations, using them together in a decisive strike. Within a week, I promise you our enemies will be cowering in their holes, to be ripped apart the moment they set foot outside.




  She could feel the Abyssians probing her mind, analyzing each step of her planning detail. One at a time, the sadistic, insatiable spirits accepted her plan, grumbling angrily like a restless stallion chewing on its bit.




  Their acceptance did not mean that if the plan failed she would be exempt from their wrath. Deep inside she knew if this attempt on the Remnant’s life failed, she’d have to use less direct means to achieve her goals. The Abyssians’ aid would vanish like the fog beneath the rising sun, if they didn’t decide to kill her on the spot.




  But in truth, she’d planned for that too. Vision returned to her eyes revealing the same silk blankets and nervous servants she’d surrounded herself with. She stretched out her sore muscles, strength returning to her body. She was growing stronger with each day. Once her final plan bore fruit, even the Abyss wouldn’t be able to touch her.




  I’ll miss the warm bed each night, but it’s time to get moving. They’ll be reaching Shaylis very soon. Glancing around at her comfortable surroundings she sighed.




  This time I won’t fail, she thought decisively. This time, even the protection of Haven itself won’t be enough.




   




  *****




   




  "Blasted bone conditioning," Kaltor grumbled.




  The rising sun’s brilliant hues of red and orange hinted at battles to come as he walked away from the blood-stained sandbag wrapped around a metal plate. Small divots in the material marked where his knuckles and elbows beat against it each morning. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he wrapped his knuckles in clean linen bandages he’d brought along. The skin on his elbows was already hard and calloused from repeated bone conditioning.




  Now with so many viper hounds in the woods, he trained before sunrise when those creatures slept, in case he accidently used his power. Unfortunately, that meant his arms required more care, since he couldn’t use his power to heal them. Yet, Master Taneth insisted he continue the training, regardless. Three days had passed since they saw the Malagian Army on their borders, and a few Stunts already reported seeing viper hounds in the hills to the west.




  Even with daylight tickling the tops of the log cabins, the Compound thrived with activity. Stunts and Battleborn alike gathered their equipment and loaded what few pack horses they had with anything else they couldn’t fit in their packs. In the distance, a long caravan of soldiers, wagons, and the like descended down the ridge toward them. Taneth’s forces would sleep beneath the stars, leaving their small homes to join the leaders of Shaylis’ meager resistance.




  Talen and Honmour, Battleborn like Kaltor, arrived the night before with their students in time to help with the minor relocation. Dozens of Stunts were currently working on a waist-high fence around the clearing. It wouldn’t do much to stop a frenzied viper hound, but it would deter them from simply wandering into the camp.




  As he crossed the field, Kaltor pulled a folded piece of parchment from his bag, covering in Krin’s elegant handwriting. He licked his lips nervously as he pulled open the pages. She’d only recently learned the true nature of his training with Master Taneth as an assassin, which in her mind put her son’s soul at risk. They’d argued about it once, but had never discussed it further. Krin was the type of woman who spent weeks meditating on a subject before pursuing its resolution.




  "My Dear Son," her letter commenced, "I hope this letter finds you well and that your training is coming along quickly," A tear-stain smeared a portion of the next line, forcing him to skip ahead. The message was as expected until he reached the last couple paragraphs.




  "I will make peace with your training," she promised. "But there are things you must understand about Master Taneth’s inner nature. He’s a soldier to the core. He does not consider you his children, or even his friends. You are simply his charges from the king. He would not shed a tear if all of you were to die."




  "He distances himself from those around him as much as possible. It’s the only way he can stay sane when more of you fall in battle. But you, my son, must not follow his path. You have a big heart, which gives you strength the Destroyer can’t completely understand. Don’t bury it. Listen to it. That is the man you must become. In your fight against someone as cold and inhuman as the Destroyer, don’t become like her, sending others to their deaths without a hint of mourning."




  "Kaltor!" Taneth called from across the Compound. Kaltor quickly returned the letter to his bag. He leaned out the largest building, a two-story town hall where they stored more sensitive material. "Get over here!"




  What an odd letter, Kaltor thought, a sudden chill settling around his feet as he crossed the grassy field, coated in morning dew. Does she really think we’re that heartless?




  Ducking through the doorway, Kaltor found himself in the largest room with a wide table in its center, covered in maps of the surrounding mountains. Honmour and Talen exchanged welcoming smiles from the opposite side of the room, hands on their weapons, facing the largest map on the table. Honmour’s scars from the riots at the capital had healed well, but the gaping space where his ear used to be still drew stares from the Stunts when he passed.




  "I’ve an important assignment for you three," Master Taneth announced. Their compound and a few other key locations were marked on the map before them. "The enemy will likely camp here within the next day or so," He pointed at a large clearing two days south of them next to a small branch of the Issades River. "I need more information about what we’re up against. We need numbers, weaponry, and especially any estimates you might have about their powers."




  "‘Their powers?’" Talen asked, his tone a little mixed with a hint of feigned confidence. "Isn’t it obvious they’ll have Varadours like us and some Sight Seekers to administrate? Other than that, just regular troops."




  "They already have something similar to viper hounds," Taneth pointed out. "Whatever they are, those creatures are capable of sending wild viper hounds scampering away like frightened children. I’ve never seen anything like it. So we’re not assuming anything."




  "Nothing like it…" Kaltor thought aloud, fighting off a sinking sensation in his stomach. "Not the first time we’ve faced something like that."




  Honmour picked up on his train of thought. "You think the demon has something to do with this?"




  "It would make sense," Taneth acknowledged, stroking his chin. "She failed both at Shaylis and the capital last month. She may be relying on other, foreign powers now. Hence the need to scout it out thoroughly."




  Pointing his spear at the army’s estimated location, he continued. "We three have fought her Perversions before. We know what to look for. We’ll know if she’s directly involved."




  Their conversation continued for a few minutes, but something on Taneth’s writing desk caught Kaltor’s eye. A Varadour-enhanced glance revealed the contents of a finished letter, the ink still drying on the parchment, next to three others just like it. Each page was exactly the same, except for blank spots on the page for the names of those involved.




  They were letters for the family of the dead. The most recent one atop the pile mentioned the Stunt consumed by the viper hound a few days previously. Kaltor’s heart skipped a beat and he hissed angrily as he recalled seeing a similar letter sent to Jensai’s family, exactly the same except for the changed names. The words praised the bravery of the fallen.




  Each one Taneth sent was exactly the same.




  Kaltor glanced at Master Taneth, the Battleborn’s attention riveted on the map before them and the encroaching enemy force. Krin’s words returned to his mind. He would not shed a tear if all of you were to die. A chill settled in Kaltor’s flesh, and he looked back on the day of that Stunt’s death, seeing his own reaction instead.




  I didn’t cry for him, either, he realized, watching Taneth with a growing sense of horror. The room suddenly felt tight and oppressive, and it took a good deal of discipline to maintain his composure and not run screaming from the room.




  He drew breath in short, ragged spurts, his hands suddenly clammy. I’m already becoming like him. I watched someone’s son die two days ago and I didn’t even shed a tear.




  Someone tapped against the door repeatedly, interrupting his thoughts. "Help the other Stunts!" Talen shouted. "I’ll answer your question later!"




  Whoever stood at the door ignored his orders and opened it. Taneth’s scar-covered face writhed in anger, and then faltered. Kaltor’s heart leapt happily with relief from the sudden claustrophobia.




  The middle aged woman wore an elaborate riding dress and she walked like one accustomed to giving commands. Two other young women followed her in, their hair hanging in ringlets. They shared their leader’s confident, sultry swagger, and Kaltor’s heartbeat accelerated as he soaked in their bodies’ curves beneath their riding dresses.




  That effect ground to a halt when he noticed their blood-red belts. A shared look with Talen and Honmour revealed similar responses. What in the Maker’s name are Battlescorned doing here? he wondered.




  This isn’t the place for politics or seduction. This is only days away from turning to an open battlefield. His mental process slowed a bit as an unexpected memory sauntered across his mind, a red-headed Battle Scorned in leather armor with poisoned daggers.




  Maker’s might, he swore nervously, licking his lips. Could Selene be here, too? He peeked behind them in search for her, but the three of them were alone.




  "Meriska—" Taneth muttered, almost like a curse. "What are you Battlescorned doing here?"




  He gritted his teeth as he spoke, as if contemplating removing her by force, but his eyes kept flitting down to the black-handled dagger at her waist. The Mistress of the Battlescorned carried their following’s most potent venoms at all times, just in case.




  "I’d refrain from removing us, were I in your shoes," the woman answered quietly, her voice oozing in satisfaction. "Not only would our power bring viper hounds down on us, but the King himself would be most displeased. Which do you fear more, I wonder?"




  "Answer the question," Taneth repeated simply, eyes smoldering.




  "Well, your Stunts arrived at Shaylis asking for aid," the Mistress replied with feigned innocence. Walking over to the table, she glanced down at the map, pointing at the oncoming force. "From the looks of things, you could use the help."




  "I need soldiers and for the King to return the Battleborn he’s deployed elsewhere," Taneth answered bitterly.




  "Even if the King would consent to sending all his best fighters to a single location," Meriska answered with a dismissive wave of her hand, "you don’t have the time. Within a week this entire region will be swarming with Malagians, putting them weeks away from the capital itself."




  She eyed Kaltor and his friends with suspicious eyes. "May we discuss this alone?"




  Taneth didn’t respond immediately, his jaw clenched in restrained fury. "Very well," he relented. "Kaltor, Honmour, Talen. You have your mission. Scout and return. Do not engage them. Stay quiet. Don’t alert any viper hounds with your power."




  "Yes, sir," they answered in unison, quickly filing out the door, followed by the Battle Scorned. Outside, the tensions between both factions of assassins were similar to those contained within, with the exception of a few hundred soldiers accompanying the wagons in blissful ignorance.




  What’s happened? Kaltor thought, his hands slipping unconsciously toward his daggers. Looks like our standing with the King isn’t what it used to be. Does he not trust us to handle this threat on our own? He gritted his teeth together in frustration. Or was the real reason for his indignation the knowledge that they couldn’t do this all on their own?




  The other Battle Scorned, along with Meriska’s escort, rejoined the soldiers with glee-filled smiles and light-hearted laughter. If it weren’t for their subtle, victorious glances toward Kaltor and his friends, they would have seemed like simple reinforcements. But the quiet competition between their tactics hung on the edge of its conclusion.




  The King would closely compare the events of the next few weeks. The assassin group whose tactics yielded the greatest results would gain his favor, gold, and respect throughout the kingdom.




  The King ordered them to fight together, now.




  "So, what are we going to do?" Honmour asked, staring at the unfolding spectacle with wounded pride and open irritation. "Should we wait and help Master Taneth if their argument comes to blows?"




  "They both hold the kingdom’s safety over everything," Talen replied with forced confidence. "At least not until after the Malagian Army is dead and gone," Turning to leave, he glanced over his shoulder hesitantly. "I hope, anyway."




  "Time to get to work, then," Honmour grunted, scratching the triple scar where his ear used to be and glancing at the sky. Together they hopped the Stunts’ new fence and cut into the foliage around the clearing. It only took a few minutes before the neighing horses and chopping echoes of Stunts at work faded into the distance.




  "Suddenly I wish Master Taneth had trained us more to fight without our powers," Talen said, scratching his head anxiously. They hugged a narrow game trail winding lazily toward the high ridge west of them.




  "This is so much… harder without our power to counter the fatigue," With an uneasy sigh, Talen picked up the pace, pushing their speed into a jog. They traveled in a triangular formation, each watching a portion of their flank or rear.




  "Agreed," Kaltor echoed, glancing in either direction repeatedly. Without their skin vision to let them see in every direction at once, he felt blind, vulnerable, and anxious. Though his muscles were well-conditioned for physical exertion, it required an added effort to push his body without using their magic.




  More importantly, a point none of them wanted to make openly, they couldn’t heal any serious injuries without bringing a viper hound pack down on them. "It’s an effective strategy, you must admit. Pushing the viper hounds into our valley weakens us considerably."




  "Yeah. How in the Abyss did they manage that, anyway?" Honmour grumbled aloud. "I’ve never seen anything scare away a viper hound. The only way we’ve beaten them before was by teamwork and outsmarting them."




  "Just another one of her— pets," Kaltor answered, taking up the rear.




  He glanced behind them every dozen steps or so, almost expecting a viper hound to come running from the bushes without provocation. He recalled the last time a month ago when such a creature chased him off a cliff and through a river—particularly the feeling of helplessness when it pinned him down and went for the kill.




  "The Abyssian," Talen finished. During the riots in Levarion, they’d witnessed some of her handiwork when it came to changing and enslaving animals. The triple scars where Honmour’s right ear should have been were testaments of their effectiveness.




  "I’m tired of playing this defensively," Honmour gasped, clutching his stomach as he worked through a sudden stitch of pain. Kaltor withheld a derogatory remark at his apparent weakness, since similar discomforts were stirring around in his own body. He wished they had had more time to train with and without their powers, to understand why going without it for even a day affected them like this.




  But time was one thing they lacked.




  At least there’s still a high ridge separating us from them, Kaltor thought optimistically as he reviewed the layout of the map. Assuming they have wagons or even siege weapons in tow, they’ll have to find one of the old trade roads to reach the upper heights. That means we can get a good view of them from above without fear of reprisal and also have a few extra days to plan a defense.




  Here in the open wild, Master Taneth’s stifling office and the realizations it contained faded into the back of his mind like a swarm of bees defending a distant hive. At least I’m with Talen and Honmour now, he thought positively. I would mourn for them if they fell in battle. When I’m with them, I don’t have to worry.




  Sudden, unexpected anger boiled within him and he clenched his fists at the thought of his friends’ names inked into the blank spaces on Master Taneth’s parchments to their families. He pictured their master’s tired, but ultimately emotionless face as he wrote in their parents’ names and sent the letters, moving on to the next generation of students to train and lose.
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