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They came for him before the blood on his hands had dried.

Four guards, wearing House Velrane colors, their faces unreadable beneath the
shadow of their helms.

The barracks door banged open and they entered like a storm front, boots striking
the stone in perfect unison.

"Soren Thorne," the lead guard announced, his voice echoing in the sudden
silence. "You will come with us. Now."

Soren rose from his cot, feeling the stiffness in his knuckles where Jerric’s blood
had congealed. The other recruits watched with a mixture of fascination and
relief, grateful the guards had come for him and not them.

Dane caught his eye from across the room and gave an almost imperceptible nod.
Not sympathy, exactly, but acknowledgment.

"Where to?" Soren asked, though he already knew the answer.



The guard’s mouth tightened. "Lord Velrane awaits. Do not make us drag you."

Soren straightened his blood-spattered tunic, a pointless gesture, but it gave his
hands something to do besides shake. The shard pulsed once against his chest,
neither warm nor cold, just... present. Valenna remained silent, but he felt her
watching through his eyes, alert and curious.

’This was always coming,’ he thought as he stepped forward. 'The moment I
stopped being invisible.’

The guards flanked him, two ahead and two behind, a formation meant for
dangerous prisoners rather than recruits.

Their hands rested on sword hilts, though Soren doubted they expected him to
run. Where would he go? Back to the streets? The gutters? There was nothing left
for him there.

They marched him through corridors he’d never seen before, each more opulent
than the last. Polished marble gave way to inlaid stone, geometric patterns
spiraling beneath his boots in dizzying complexity.

The ceilings arched higher, supported by columns carved to resemble ancient
warriors, their stone eyes seeming to track his progress.



Servants flattened themselves against walls as the procession passed, their
whispers following like ripples in still water.

"—the one who nearly killed young Halworth—"

"He beat him senseless right in the mess hall!!"

"—Lord Callen will have his head—"

Soren kept his gaze forward, his face a mask that revealed nothing of the
calculations racing behind it. He’d seen judgment before, in Nordhav’s street
courts, where sentences were swift and brutal. But this was different. Here,
justice would be shaped by politics, by what was useful rather than what was fair.

They approached a set of massive double doors, carved from wood so dark it was
nearly black. Golden sunbursts, the Velrane crest, gleamed at eye level, polished to
mirror brightness by generations of reverent hands. The lead guard rapped his
knuckles against the wood in a precise pattern, then stepped back.

The doors swung inward without a sound, revealing the Great Hall of House
Velrane in all its terrible splendor.



Soren’s breath caught despite himself. The hall stretched before him like a cavern
carved by gods rather than men. Massive pillars soared upward, supporting a
vaulted ceiling painted with scenes of ancient battles. Between them hung
banners, dozens of them, perhaps hundreds, each bearing the crest of a noble
house allied with Velrane.

They rippled slightly in air currents too subtle to feel, creating the impression of a
multicolored forest swaying in an unfelt breeze.

The floor was black marble veined with gold, polished to such a shine that it
reflected the banners above like a still lake at midnight. Tall windows of stained
glass lined the walls, sending shafts of colored light cutting across the chamber.

And at the far end, seated on a raised dais, Lord Callen Velrane waited.

The Patriarch of House Velrane sat in a chair that wasn’t quite a throne but served
the same purpose. Carved from the same dark wood as the doors, its high back
was inlaid with gold and silver in patterns too complex to follow. Lord Callen
himself seemed an extension of the chair, straight-backed, immobile, his face set
in lines of weathered authority.

To his right stood Ayren, elegantly poised as always, his violet-black hair catching
the light from the stained glass windows. His face betrayed nothing, though his
amethyst eyes tracked Soren with the calculating interest of a collector examining
a curiosity.



To Lord Callen’s left, Veyr shifted his weight from foot to foot, a barely perceptible
movement that nonetheless revealed his discomfort. When his gaze met Soren’s,
something flickered in his eyes, not quite apology, but perhaps concern.

The guards halted Soren at the base of the dais, stepping back to form a perimeter
around him. The hall fell silent, the last whispers dying away like candles snuffed
by a sudden draft.

Lord Callen let the silence stretch, a tactic Soren recognized from the streets.
Make them wait. Make them sweat. Make them fill the emptiness with their own
fears.

He refused to fidget, keeping his bloody hands at his sides, his eyes level but not
challenging. The shard pulsed once against his chest, a reminder that he wasn’t as
alone as he appeared.

Finally, Lord Callen spoke, his voice carrying effortlessly across the vast chamber
without seeming raised.

"Soren Thorne," he said, the name emerging like a judgment in itself. "You stand
before me having committed violence against a fellow recruit. Violence so
excessive that Jerric Halworth now lies under the care of three healers, with
injuries that may leave permanent marks."



Soren said nothing. There was no question to answer yet.

Lord Callen’s gray eyes narrowed slightly. "In most houses, such an act would
merit immediate expulsion. Perhaps even execution, given Jerric’s lineage." He
paused, letting the words sink in. "What do you have to say for yourself?"

The question hung in the air, a trap baited with the illusion of fairness. Soren
weighed his options carefully. Apology would be seen as weakness. Defiance would
be seen as disrespect. The truth... the truth might be his only chance.

"He insulted my family," Soren said, his voice steady despite the dryness in his
throat. "Said my parents killed themselves to be rid of me."

A ripple of whispers passed through the watching servants and retainers. Lord
Callen silenced them with a single raised hand.

"And for words...mere words...you nearly beat him to death?" The Patriarch’s tone
was ice over deep water, smooth but concealing deadly currents.

Before Soren could answer, Veyr stepped forward. "Father, Jerric has been baiting
him for days. Everyone knows it. He targeted Thorne specifically because of the
special training, because he was jealous—"



"Silence." Lord Callen didn’t raise his voice, but the command cut through Veyr’s
words like a blade. "You will speak when asked, not before."

Veyr’s jaw tightened, but he stepped back, his eyes flashing with barely
suppressed frustration.

Lord Callen returned his attention to Soren. "Continue."

Soren drew a slow breath, organizing his thoughts. "In the place I come from,
words like that aren’t just insults. They’re challenges. Threats." He met Lord
Callen’s gaze, careful to keep his own respectful but not cowed. "Where I learned
to fight, you answer a threat immediately and completely, or you answer it with
your life later."

"This is not the gutter," Lord Callen said, his voice flat. "This is House Velrane. We
have rules. Discipline. Honor."

"Yes, my lord." Soren nodded once. "I understand that now."

"Do you?" Lord Callen leaned forward slightly, his gaze penetrating. "I wonder.
Honor is not merely about defending one’s name. It is about control. Mastery of
oneself before mastery of others."



Veyr stepped forward again, unable to contain himself. "Father, Jerric knew
exactly what he was doing. He was trying to provoke Thorne into exactly this
response. Ask anyone who was there—"

"I said silence," Lord Callen snapped, his composure cracking for the first time. He
fixed Veyr with a glare that would have withered a lesser man. "Your attachment
to this recruit clouds your judgment."

"My judgment is perfectly clear," Veyr retorted, his voice rising. "Thorne has
shown more potential in weeks than recruits with years of training. Jerric
attacked with words because he knew he couldn’t win with steel. Are we to punish
Thorne for defending himself against a coward’s tactics?"

Lord Callen’s face darkened. "If words are enough to undo you," he said, his voice
dangerously soft, "then you are not fit to wear steel in this house."

The statement hung in the air, aimed at Veyr but clearly meant for Soren as well.
Veyr fell silent, his hands clenched at his sides, but his eyes still burned with
defiance.

Lord Callen rose from his chair, his height imposing even without the added
elevation of the dais. He looked down at Soren, his expression unreadable.

"You have potential, Thorne. I will not waste it by casting you out." He paused,
and Soren felt a flicker of hope that was immediately extinguished by his next
words. "But neither will I allow such lack of control to go uncorrected."



Lord Callen’s gaze shifted to someone behind Soren. "Kaelor."

Footsteps approached from behind, the familiar uneven gait of the Swordmaster.
Kaelor Varas stepped into Soren’s peripheral vision, his single eye gleaming with
something that might have been anticipation.

"My lord," Kaelor acknowledged with a slight bow.

"Seven days," Lord Callen declared. "Seven days of your drills, doubled in weight,
doubled in hours. No rest. No reprieve." He looked back at Soren. "You will learn
control, Thorne, or you will break in the attempt."

Kaelor’s mouth curved in a faint smile. "As you command, my lord."

Soren kept his face carefully blank, but inside, his mind raced through the
implications. Seven days of Kaelor’s normal training had left him bruised and
exhausted. Doubled weight, doubled hours... it was a death sentence disguised as
discipline.

Veyr started to protest again, but Ayren placed a restraining hand on his arm,
speaking for the first time. "The Lord has ruled, brother. Accept it."



Veyr shook off the hand but remained silent, his expression stormy.

Lord Callen resumed his seat, his decision made, his interest already moving on.
"Take him to the yard," he ordered Kaelor. "Begin immediately."

Kaelor bowed again, then gestured for Soren to follow. As they turned to leave,
Soren caught Veyr’s eye one last time. The young noble’s face was a study in
frustrated concern, not just for Soren, he realized, but for what this meant for
Veyr’s own plans.

’I’'m a weapon to him,’ Soren thought as he followed Kaelor from the hall. ’And a
broken weapon has no value.’

The double doors closed behind them with a sound like a tomb being sealed.
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The summons came at the worst possible moment, they always did. Veyr’s fingers
froze above the chessboard, one move away from checkmate, as the page cleared
his throat from the doorway.



"Lord Veyr," the boy said, his voice cracking on the title. "Your father requests
your immediate presence in the west study."

Veyr glanced at the board, calculating. One move to victory, but Father’s summons
meant the game would go unfinished. He sighed and straightened, offering an
apologetic smile to his opponent, an elderly scholar whose name he’d already
forgotten.

"It seems we’ll have to continue this another time," he said, rising with deliberate
grace that concealed his slight limp. The old injury only bothered him when he sat
too long, a flaw he’d become adept at hiding.

The scholar nodded, seemingly relieved at the reprieve from imminent defeat. "Of
course, my lord. Another time."

Veyr followed the page through corridors he’d known since childhood, each
tapestry and stone as familiar as his own reflection.

The afternoon light slanted through tall windows, catching dust motes that danced
in the air like tiny stars. He adjusted his copper-trimmed cuffs, a nervous habit
he’d never quite overcome, and tried to guess what crisis demanded his attention
this time.



The page stopped at the west study door, bowed, and scurried away like a mouse
escaping a hawk’s shadow. Veyr straightened his spine, smoothed his expression
into something suitably neutral, and knocked once before entering.

Lord Callen Dathen Velrane stood by the window, his ash-silver hair catching the
light, his tall frame silhouetted against the glass.

He didn’t turn when Veyr entered, a calculated slight that spoke volumes. At the
edge of the room, Ayren lounged in a chair, seemingly engrossed in a ledger but
undoubtedly absorbing every word about to be spoken.

"You summoned me, Father?" Veyr kept his voice even, betraying none of the
tension coiling in his stomach.

Lord Callen turned then, his face set in lines of weathered stone. "Lord Halworth
will be arriving within the hour. He demands satisfaction for his son’s... injuries."

’Ah. So this is about that. Jerric Halworth and his bloodied face. Soren’s handiwork.’

"I see," Veyr said, mind already racing through possible approaches. "And you
wish me to handle this matter?"



"You brought Thorne into our house." His father’s voice cut like a winter wind.
"You will clean his mess."

The words landed exactly as intended, a reminder of responsibility, of
consequences. Veyr felt his cheeks warm but kept his expression carefully neutral.
"Of course, Father. I’ll speak with Lord Halworth."

"You’ll do more than speak," Lord Callen replied, turning back to the window.
"You’ll resolve this without weakening our position. Halworth is a minor house,
but one we can ill afford to alienate."

Veyr nodded, though his father couldn’t see it. "I understand."

"Do you?" His father’s voice softened dangerously. "This is your test, Veyr. Handle
it properly."

From his corner, Ayren finally looked up, violet eyes gleaming with amusement.
"Don’t worry, Father. My brother has always excelled at... smoothing ruffled
feathers."

The subtle mockery stung, but Veyr ignored it. He had more important concerns
than Ayren’s barbs. "I won’t disappoint you."



Lord Callen made a noncommittal sound that might have been acknowledgment.
"See that you don’t. I’ll be monitoring the situation, but this is your
responsibility." He waved a hand in dismissal. "Prepare yourself. Halworth has
never been known for his restraint."

Veyr bowed slightly and backed toward the door, mind already assembling
strategies like pieces on a chessboard. As he turned to leave, he caught Ayren’s
smirk, anticipatory, as if watching the opening moves of an interesting game.

The door closed behind him with a soft click that felt oddly final.

Lord Erion Halworth arrived exactly as Veyr had expected, with maximum noise
and minimum grace. His voice echoed through the entrance hall before he’d fully
crossed the threshold, demanding immediate attention from servants who’d been
warned to expect the storm.

"Where is Lord Velrane? I demand to see him at once!" The words bounced off
marble and stone, amplified by the vaulted ceiling.

Veyr descended the grand staircase with measured steps, his face composed into a
mask of polite concern. He’d changed into formal attire, House Velrane’s colors of
copper and slate, tailored to emphasize his slender height while disguising his
slight limp. Every detail mattered in these encounters.



Lord Halworth stood in the center of the hall, a stocky man with ruddy features
and an impressive gray beard that did little to disguise his double chin.

His traveling cloak, an ostentatious affair trimmed with more fur than the season
warranted, was clasped with a silver pin bearing his house crest. His eyes, small
and sharp beneath bushy brows, fixed on Veyr with immediate displeasure.

"Lord Halworth," Veyr greeted him, extending both hands in formal welcome. "My
father sends his regrets that urgent matters prevent him from greeting you
personally. I am to receive you in his stead."

Halworth’s face darkened further. "The boy? They send me the boy to address this
outrage?" He made no move to accept Veyr’s outstretched hands.

Veyr let his hands fall smoothly to his sides, maintaining his pleasant expression
despite the deliberate slight. "I assure you, my lord, I speak with my father’s full
authority in this matter." He gestured toward a side door. "Please, let us discuss
your concerns in more comfortable surroundings. Refreshments await us."

For a moment, Halworth looked ready to refuse even this courtesy. Then, with a
visible effort at restraint, he nodded curtly. "Very well. Lead on."



Veyr guided him to the Blue Room, chosen specifically for this encounter. Not so
grand as to suggest Halworth warranted special treatment, but comfortable
enough to avoid insult.

The windows overlooked the winter garden, providing a pleasant view while
allowing Veyr to seat his guest with the afternoon sun in his eyes. Small
advantages, but potentially useful.

A servant appeared silently with wine and delicate pastries, then vanished at
Veyr’s subtle nod. Halworth accepted a goblet but left it untouched, his impatience
visible in every tense line of his body.

"I didn’t come for pleasantries," he said bluntly. "I came about my son."

Veyr settled into his chair, arranging his features into an expression of
appropriate concern. "Yes, a most unfortunate incident. How is Jerric recovering?"

"Recovering?" Halworth’s voice rose sharply. "That gutter rat nearly killed him!
His face is barely recognizable. The healers say some of the damage may be
permanent."

"A regrettable situation," Veyr agreed, taking a small sip of wine. "Violence
between recruits is strictly forbidden, of course. Thorne has already been
disciplined severely for his actions."



"Disciplined?" Halworth slammed his untouched goblet onto the table, wine
sloshing dangerously close to the rim. "That’s not enough! I demand real
punishment, public flogging, at minimum. Better yet, expulsion. Send that street
filth back to whatever gutter you found him in."
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Veyr set his own goblet down carefully, buying a moment to compose his response.
"I understand your anger, my lord. Any father would feel the same." He leaned
forward slightly, voice softening with practiced sincerity. "But perhaps we should
consider what’s best for Jerric’s future, rather than focusing solely on
punishment."

Halworth’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. "What do you mean?"

"Well," Veyr said, as if the thought had just occurred to him, "incidents like these
can cast shadows on both parties. The noble recruit bested by a commoner... such
stories tend to grow in the telling." He sighed regretfully. "Already I’ve heard
whispers suggesting Jerric might have... provoked the encounter."

"Provoked?" Halworth’s face flushed deeper. "Are you suggesting my son deserved
this treatment?"



"Not at all," Veyr soothed, raising a placating hand. "Merely that court gossip
rarely concerns itself with truth. What matters is perception." He paused, letting
the implication sink in. "And how we resolve this will shape that perception."

Halworth’s expression wavered between outrage and calculation. "House Velrane’s
standards are slipping," he muttered, but with less conviction. "In my father’s day,
such rabble would never have been admitted to training."

Veyr felt a flicker of irritation break through his careful composure. The insult
was aimed at his judgment, his choice to bring Soren into the household. He kept
his smile in place, but something shifted in his eyes.

"Times change, Lord Halworth," he said, voice still pleasant though marginally
cooler. "Talent can be found in unexpected places. And I believe our houses both
benefit from strength, regardless of its origin."

"Talent?" Halworth scoffed. "What talent justifies such savagery? Your pet street
rat broke my son’s nose! Knocked out three teeth! All over some harmless words."

Something snapped inside Veyr. The carefully constructed mask slipped, revealing
a flash of the steel beneath. He leaned forward, smile fading, voice dropping to a
soft, dangerous register.

"Your son should be grateful he still breathes," he said, each word precise as a
blade strike. "He insulted blood he could not hope to match. That he survived the
lesson is mercy enough."



Halworth recoiled slightly, caught off guard by the sudden transformation. The
petulant youth had vanished, replaced by something colder and more calculating.

For the first time, he seemed to recognize that he faced not merely Callen
Velrane’s son, but a potential threat in his own right.

"Are you threatening me?" he asked, his bluster failing to mask his uncertainty.

Veyr’s smile returned, sharp as a freshly honed knife. "Not at all, my lord. I'm
offering a solution that benefits us both."

He leaned back, resuming his earlier pose of relaxed courtesy. "House Velrane
will, of course, provide the finest healers to ensure Jerric’s complete recovery.
We’ll also personally oversee his continued training...special attention from our
master-at-arms to develop his... defensive skills."

Halworth frowned, sensing the trap but unable to see its full shape. "And in
return?"

"In return," Veyr said smoothly, "House Halworth strengthens its ties to Velrane.
A formal renewal of fealty oaths, perhaps. Nothing onerous...merely a public
affirmation of our houses’ historic bond." His fingers traced the rim of his goblet.
"A small price for such comprehensive care of your heir, wouldn’t you agree?"



The older man’s eyes widened as understanding dawned. What had begun as his
righteous complaint was transforming, under Veyr’s deft handling, into an
obligation, a chain binding his minor house more tightly to Velrane’s greater
power.

"I came here demanding justice," Halworth said stiffly.

"And you shall have it," Veyr finished, letting the words settle like poison in wine.
"Justice served to both our houses’ advantage."

The silence stretched between them, thick with implications neither man wanted
to voice. Veyr watched Halworth’s face cycle through expressions, anger,
calculation, reluctant understanding. The older lord’s fingers drummed against the
table, a nervous rhythm that betrayed his internal struggle.

"You’re asking me to reward your house for my son’s injuries," Halworth said
finally, his voice tight with suppressed fury.

"I’'m offering you a path that salvages your son’s reputation while strengthening
your house’s position," Veyr corrected, his tone reasonable as a merchant
discussing grain prices. "The alternative is a public inquiry into the incident.
Witnesses questioned. Details examined." He paused, letting imagination do its
work. "I’'m told several recruits heard Jerric’s... colorful commentary about
bloodlines and parentage. Such testimony might prove... illuminating."



Halworth’s face went pale beneath his weathered complexion. Veyr felt a cold
satisfaction at the reaction, the older man understood the trap now, saw how his
son’s own words could be weaponized against him.

"That’s blackmail," Halworth whispered.

"That’s politics," Veyr replied smoothly. "The currency of noble houses since the
first crown was forged." He lifted his goblet, taking a measured sip while
maintaining eye contact. "Your son learned a valuable lesson about the cost of
careless words. Surely that education has some value?"

The older lord’s hands clenched into fists on the table, knuckles white with
tension. Veyr could practically see him weighing his options, public humiliation
against private submission, his son’s reputation against his house’s autonomy.

"And if I refuse?" Halworth asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the
answer.

Veyr’s smile never wavered. "Then justice takes its natural course. A formal
hearing before the assembled houses. Evidence presented. Witnesses called." He
set down his goblet with deliberate precision. "I’'m sure the other lords would find
the proceedings... educational."



The threat hung in the air between them, delicate as spun glass but sharp enough
to cut. Halworth’s breathing had grown shallow, his earlier bluster evaporating
like morning mist.

"You’ve grown into your father’s son," he said finally, the words carrying grudging
respect alongside their bitterness.

"I’ll take that as a compliment," Veyr replied, though something twisted in his
chest at the comparison. Was this how his father felt during such encounters? This
cold calculation, this careful manipulation of pride and fear?

Halworth reached for his goblet with unsteady hands, draining half its contents in
a single gulp. The wine seemed to restore some of his color, if not his confidence.

"Very well," he said, voice hoarse. "House Halworth accepts your... generous offer
of healing and training for my son."
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’Should have killed him properly,”’ he thought blearily as they half-carried him
through the darkened corridors. ’Then at least the punishment would be worth it.’



The shard against his chest pulsed once, neither warning nor encouragement,
simply acknowledgment. Valenna was awake, watching through his eyes.

The eastern sky showed only the faintest suggestion of dawn as they emerged into
the yard, a promise of light hours away, nothing more.

Torches guttered in iron brackets, their flames bending away from a bitter wind
that cut through Soren’s thin shirt like it wasn’t there at all.

In the yard’s center stood Kaelor, a darker shadow against the night. The
Swordmaster’s single eye caught the torchlight, reflecting it back like a beast’s in
the forest.

His sword hung loose in his grip, the blade dulled for training but no less deadly
for it.

"Chain him," Kaelor ordered, his voice a gravel-filled rasp that seemed to scrape
the air itself.

The guards fastened iron manacles around Soren’s wrists, the metal biting cold
against his skin. He didn’t resist. There was no point.



As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he noticed shapes huddled against the yard’s
edges, other recruits, dragged from their beds to witness his punishment.

Some faces gleamed with poorly concealed satisfaction. Others watched with the
blank detachment of those who knew they could be next.

Tavren’s smirk was visible even in the half-light, his teeth a pale slash in the
darkness.

The guards stepped back, leaving Soren alone in the center of the yard. His breath
clouded before him, small ghosts that vanished into the night.

Kaelor circled him slowly, boots crunching on the frost-covered gravel. "Seven
days," he said, voice pitched just loud enough for the watching recruits to hear.
"Seven days to learn what control means."

He stopped directly in front of Soren, close enough that the smell of cloves and
brandy washed over him. "Or seven days to break. Your choice."

Soren met his gaze steadily. "I won’t break."



The Swordmaster’s mouth curved in what might have been a smile on a different
face. On his, it looked like a wound reopening. "They all say that." He gestured to
a guard. "The stones."

Two guards approached, carrying what looked like leather harnesses festooned
with small iron weights. Each step they took made the weights clink together, a
sound like distant chains.

"Arms out," Kaelor ordered.

Soren extended his arms, the manacles making the movement awkward. The
guards strapped the harnesses around each limb, tightening leather straps until
they bit into flesh.

As they worked, more weights were added, small iron discs that individually
seemed insignificant but collectively pulled at his muscles like lead.

"First stance," Kaelor said once they finished.

Soren shifted into the opening position of the sword forms, feet planted shoulder-
width apart, knees slightly bent, arms extended as if holding a blade. The weights
dragged at him immediately, his shoulders burning with the effort of keeping his
arms level.



"Hold it," Kaelor commanded, stepping back to observe. "Until I say otherwise.

The first minute was manageable.

The second brought sweat beading on his forehead despite the cold.

By the third, his muscles had begun to tremble.

By the fifth, each breath became a battle against the need to lower his arms, to
release the burning pressure building in his shoulders and back.

Kaelor circled him, watching with clinical detachment. "Pain is the only teacher
worth listening to," he said, his voice carrying across the yard to the watching
recruits. "It doesn’t lie. It doesn’t flatter. It tells you exactly where your weakness
lives."

Ten minutes in, Soren’s arms shook uncontrollably. Sweat soaked his shirt despite
the freezing air.

The weights seemed to have doubled, then tripled, defying the laws that governed
such things. His shoulders felt as if they might tear from their sockets.



"Second stance," Kaelor barked suddenly.

Soren struggled to shift position, his body moving with the sluggish reluctance of a
man wading through mud.

The second stance required a deeper knee bend, arms held at different angles.
Fresh pain bloomed as unused muscles were called into service.

A mistake, his left foot slid an inch too far. Before he could correct it, Kaelor was
there, the blunted training sword cracking against his calf.

The pain was immediate and shocking, a bright flare that momentarily eclipsed
the deeper burn of overtaxed muscles.

"Again," Kaelor said, stepping back. "Properly this time."

Soren reset his stance, teeth gritted against the dual assaults of the weights and
the fresh bruise forming on his leg.



The watching recruits had gone utterly silent, their earlier amusement replaced by
a kind of horrified fascination.

This was no ordinary punishment...this was something older, more primal.
Breaking a man to remake him.

The stances continued, one flowing into another in a grotesque parody of the
sword forms they practiced daily.

Each transition brought new pain as the weights shifted, pulling at different
muscle groups.

Each mistake, and there were many as fatigue clouded his mind, brought Kaelor’s
training blade down on a new part of his body. Ribs. Thigh. Upper arm. Back. A
constellation of bruises blooming beneath his clothes.

An hour passed. Then another. The sun crept above the horizon, painting the yard
in pale gold that did nothing to warm the bitter air. Soren’s world narrowed to the
next breath, the next stance, the next moment of enduring.

"Enough," Kaelor said finally, though it felt like days had passed. He signaled the
guards. "Remove the weights."



They unfastened the harnesses, the sudden absence of weight almost as painful as
their presence had been. Soren’s arms dropped to his sides like dead things, blood
rushing back into numbed fingers with burning intensity.

He had perhaps three breaths to recover before Kaelor’s next command.

"Armor. Full plate. Now."

The guards brought what looked like ancient tournament armor...heavier than
anything used in modern combat, plates thick with age and neglect. They strapped
it onto him piece by piece: greaves, cuisses, breastplate, pauldrons, vambraces.
Each addition felt like another stone laid upon a drowning man.

By the time they finished, Soren stood encased in metal, sweat-soaked and already
exhausted. The armor had to weigh half again what he did, pressing down on
bruised flesh and trembling muscles.

"Run," Kaelor ordered, pointing to the yard’s perimeter. "Until you can’t."

Soren took a step, then another, the armor creaking with each movement.

Running was a generous description, it was more of a shuffling jog, each footfall
sending impact shudders up through his legs. The yard’s gravel shifted



treacherously beneath his armored feet, threatening to send him sprawling with
every step.

One circuit of the yard. Two. Three. His lungs burned, starved for air in the
confines of the breastplate.

Sweat poured down his face, stinging his eyes, soaking the padding beneath the
armor. His vision blurred, then sharpened, then blurred again as his body fought
to maintain consciousness.

On the seventh circuit, his legs simply gave out. One moment he was moving, the
next he was on his knees in the gravel, the armor’s weight pressing him toward
the earth like an impatient grave.

Kaelor’s boot connected with his side, rolling him onto his back. The Swordmaster
loomed over him, expression unreadable in the morning light.

"If you can’t rise after pain," he said, voice carrying to every corner of the yard,
"you’ll never rise at all."

Soren stared up at him, chest heaving with the effort to breathe inside the
constricting metal. Every muscle screamed for surrender. Every instinct begged
for rest.



’Get up,” he commanded himself. ’Get up or die here.’

With a groan that seemed torn from somewhere deeper than his throat, he rolled
onto his side, then pushed himself up on one knee.

The armor fought him every inch of the way, its weight a malevolent thing intent
on keeping him down. He got one foot beneath him, then the other, rising by slow
degrees until he stood once more, swaying but upright.

Kaelor’s eye narrowed slightly...the closest thing to approval he seemed capable of
expressing. "Again," he said, gesturing to the yard’s perimeter. "Faster this time."

The morning blurred into afternoon, a haze of pain and repetition. Run until
collapse. Rise. Run again.

When he could no longer run, Kaelor ordered the armor removed and replaced it
with different torments...holding impossible positions, striking at targets until his
arms went numb, deflecting blows until his reflexes dulled and Kaelor’s training
sword found his flesh with increasing frequency.

Each failure earned a new bruise. Each success was met with a harder challenge.
There was no praise, no encouragement...only the next demand, the next test, the
next pain to endure.



Through it all, the watching recruits drifted in and out. Some stayed for hours,
seemingly fascinated by the systematic dismantling of a human body.

Others came and went, their training schedules allowing only glimpses of Soren’s
ordeal. Tavren remained the longest, his earlier smirk fading into something more
complex as the day wore on...not quite respect, but perhaps the dawning
recognition that there were depths to Soren he hadn’t suspected.

Midday passed without food or water. The sun arced across the sky, offering brief
warmth before beginning its descent toward evening. Soren’s world contracted
further, awareness limited to the next movement, the next breath, the next
moment survived.

It was during a series of endless strikes against a wooden post, the same
movement repeated until his arm felt disconnected from his body, that Valenna’s
voice finally cut through the haze of pain.

’Yes,” she whispered, her tone carrying an edge of satisfaction that startled
him. ’Break the flesh, and the will grows sharper. Do not fear this. He is forging you
the only way that matters.’

Soren faltered mid-strike, the unexpected words breaking his rhythm. Kaelor’s
training sword cracked against his ribs immediately, punishment for the lapse in
concentration.

’You approve of this?’ he thought back at her, incredulous despite the pain.



’Of course,’ came her reply, cool and certain. ’Steel is born in fire, tempered by
hammer blows. Your body is merely the vessel, it is what lies beneath that must be
hardened.’

Something cold settled in Soren’s chest, a realization that went beyond the
physical agony of the moment.

Valenna wasn’t his protector, not in the way he’d imagined.

She was a weapon seeking a worthy wielder, and this...this systematic breaking of
his flesh...was her idea of necessary preparation.

"Strike!" Kaelor’s voice cut through his thoughts, the training sword whistling
toward his shoulder.

Soren resumed the endless series of blows against the post, each impact jarring up
through arms that no longer felt like his own.

Chapter 45: The Unfinished Pages

Chapter 45: The Unfinished Pages



Pain had a voice, and it was laughing at him.

After his so-called training Soren staggered down the torchlit corridor, each step
sending fresh waves of agony through his trembling legs.

The stone walls seemed to pulse and sway in the flickering light, or perhaps that
was just his vision failing him after six hours under Kaelor’s merciless instruction.

Today, the swordmaster had introduced a new torment, forcing him to grip red-
hot sword hilts until his palms blistered and wept.

’One more step,’ he told himself. ’Just one more.’

It became his mantra as he dragged himself forward, away from the training yard
and the watchful eyes that seemed to follow his every movement these days.

His burned palms throbbed in time with his heartbeat, the raw flesh screaming
with each involuntary flex of his fingers.

He kept his back straight through sheer force of will, refusing to hunch or limp
even with no one there to witness it. Pride was all he had left.



The shard against his chest pulsed once, neither hot nor cold, just... present.
Valenna had been strangely silent during today’s session, offering neither
encouragement nor commentary as Kaelor pushed him beyond what he’d thought
were his limits.

A crossroads approached in the corridor, left would take him back to the barracks,
where curious eyes and whispered conversations awaited.

Right led deeper into the Velrane estate, into sections he’d never had cause to
explore. The choice was hardly a choice at all.

He turned right.

This passage was less traveled, the torches spaced further apart, casting longer
shadows across worn stone.

The air felt different here, stiller, undisturbed by the constant movement of
servants and guards. It carried the faint scent of dust and forgotten things.

He’d gone perhaps fifty paces when he noticed it, a door standing slightly ajar, a
sliver of warm light spilling onto the corridor floor.



Something about that wedge of light called to him, promising if not safety, then at
least solitude.

Soren glanced over his shoulder, confirming he was alone, then slipped through
the narrow opening. His shoulders brushed the doorframe as he passed, sending a
fresh spike of pain across his back where Kaelor’s training sword had found him
repeatedly.

The room beyond stole what little breath he had left.

It was a library, but unlike any he’d seen before. The chamber was cavernous, its
ceiling lost in shadows high above. Bookshelves stretched in every direction,
towering like ancient trees in a primeval forest, their upper reaches disappearing
into darkness.

The air hung heavy with the scent of old paper, leather bindings, and the
distinctive metallic tang of ink. Only a handful of candles burned throughout the
vast space, their small flames creating islands of light in an ocean of shadow.

’No one’s been here in ages,’ he thought, noting the fine layer of dust that covered
most surfaces. His boots left clear prints on the floor as he ventured deeper into
the forest of knowledge.



The silence enveloped him like a blanket, broken only by the soft creak of ancient
wood as he moved between the shelves.

Here, finally, was a place free from watchful eyes and calculating minds. Here, he
could lick his wounds in peace.

He trailed his fingers lightly along the spines of books, careful not to put pressure
on his burned palms.

The titles were etched in gold or silver, some in languages he couldn’t read, others
worn smooth by time until they were merely textured ridges beneath his
fingertips.

Most seemed to be histories or ledgers, dull accounting of noble lineages and
territorial disputes. He moved deeper into the library, drawn by some instinct he
couldn’t name. The shard against his chest grew warmer, its pulse quickening
slightly as if sensing something of interest.

In a section where the dust lay thickest, his fingers brushed against a spine that
felt different from the others, not the smooth leather of noble bindings, but
something rougher, more weathered. He paused, running his fingertips across it
again.

The book was bound in leather that had once been dyed blue, now faded to a shade
somewhere between midnight and ash. No title adorned its spine, only a simple



embossed symbol, a circle containing nine curved lines radiating outward like the
petals of a stylized flower.

Something about that symbol tugged at him. Without conscious decision, he pulled
the tome from its resting place, a small cloud of dust rising as it came free.

The weight of it in his hands felt significant somehow, as if he held something
more substantial than mere paper and ink.

He carried it to the nearest pool of candlelight, settling onto a worn reading bench.
The cover bore the same symbol as the spine, but larger, more detailed. Beneath it,
in faded silver lettering, were words in an elegant script: "The Nine Petals of the
Blade."

The shard pulsed once, sharper than before, a flare of heat against his skin.
Valenna’s presence sharpened in his mind, her attention focusing like sunlight
through glass.

Soren opened the book carefully, mindful of his injured hands. The first page
contained only a single line of text:

"To master the Nine Petals is to dance with death itself. Only those who
understand that life and death are one may proceed."



He turned the page, and his breath caught.

Spread across the next two pages were intricate diagrams showing a swordsman
moving through a series of positions.

The illustrations were unlike any training manual he’d seen before, not stiff,
formal sketches, but fluid lines that somehow conveyed movement despite being
static on the page.

Beneath each diagram, notes in a cramped hand detailed foot positioning, weight
distribution, blade angle.

This was a sword style, but unlike any taught in the training yards. Where Kaelor’s
methods were brutal and direct, these movements spoke of elegance and deadly
precision.

Each stance flowed into the next like water, the blade an extension of the body
rather than a tool forced to obey.

Soren turned page after page, absorbing the detailed instructions for the first
form..."The Seed Awakens"...then the second..."Root Seeking Earth"...and the
third..."Stem Rising." The fourth form, "Bud Unfurling," involved a complex spiral
movement that seemed to create openings while simultaneously defending against
them.



The fifth, "First Petal Opens," showed a strike so precisely angled that it would
slip between ribs with minimal resistance.

And then... nothing.

The diagrams stopped abruptly mid-page. The remainder of the book, nearly half
its thickness, contained only blank pages, as if the scribe had abandoned his work
without warning. Soren flipped through them, searching for any continuation, any
hint of the remaining forms, but found only emptiness.

’Crude. Incomplete,” Valenna’s voice whispered in his mind, startling him after her
long silence. ’He died blind before the final flower opened.’

The shard against his chest flared hot, pulsing in a rhythm that matched his
quickened heartbeat. He felt her presence expand within him, sharper and more
defined than ever before.

’You know this style,” he thought back at her, not a question but a realization.

’I know what it became,’ she replied, her voice carrying an edge of satisfaction he’d
rarely heard. 'What it was meant to be.’



The shard pulsed harder, each beat sending a wave of warmth through his chest. It
felt almost as if it wanted to move his hands, to guide his fingers to trace patterns
in the air.

"Show me," he whispered aloud, the words barely disturbing the library’s silence.

The world shifted.

He was still sitting on the bench, the book open before him, but now Valenna’s
presence filled his mind completely. Through his eyes, she looked down at the
diagrams, and he felt her disdain for their limitations.

Then, like water flowing into a parched riverbed, knowledge poured into him. Not
as diagrams or written instructions, but as living movement.

In his mind’s eye, he saw a warrior moving through forms that existed beyond the
fifth petal, the blade weaving patterns that seemed impossible yet inevitable, like
wind made visible, like water given purpose.

The sixth form, "Second Petal Unfolds", showed a feint so subtle it was nearly
invisible, drawing the opponent’s guard high while preparing a low strike.



The seventh, "Third Petal Reveals", involved a pivot that placed the swordsman at
his enemy’s blind spot, blade perfectly positioned to sever spine from skull.

The eighth, "Garden in Bloom", was a defensive form that turned an opponent’s
momentum against them, creating openings where none should exist.

And the ninth, "Final Petal Falls", was a killing stroke of such perfect geometry
that it could not be parried, could not be evaded, could only be accepted as one
accepts the inevitability of winter after autumn.

Soren’s breath quickened as the knowledge settled into him, his muscles tensing
and relaxing as if rehearsing the movements without actually performing them.
The shard pulsed harder, faster, until it seemed to beat in perfect synchrony with
his heart.

’This is what they hide from common blades,’ Valenna whispered, satisfaction
dripping from each word. ’This is what nobles hoard for themselves, doling out
scraps of knowledge to keep the masses weak.’

Soren looked down at the book again, seeing now how incomplete it truly was. The
diagrams were shadows of the true forms, pale imitations of the deadly art
Valenna had just revealed.



’The man who wrote this never mastered beyond the fifth form,’ she continued. 'He
recorded what he knew, but died before learning the true heart of the style.’

"And you’re giving it to me," Soren thought, still stunned by the download of
knowledge. "All of it."

’I give you what is rightfully yours,’ she replied, her voice cooling to its usual
measured tone. ’A blade that knows its purpose is far more useful than one that
does not.’

He closed the book carefully, his burned palms forgotten in the wake of this
revelation. As he slid it back into its place on the shelf, he felt the weight of what
had just happened settle over him.

The book had given him fragments. Valenna had given him wholeness.

He stood alone in the library’s dim glow, fists clenched at his sides despite the
pain. The shard still burned faintly in his chest, but differently now, not with the
heat of activation, but with the steady warmth of knowledge transferred, of
secrets shared.

In the shadows between the towering shelves, Soren Thorne stood perfectly still,
the realization washing over him like cold water: he now carried a weapon that no
noble tutor would ever teach, a sword style that had died centuries ago.



A style that could kill even those who thought themselves untouchable.

Chapter 46: The Seed Falters
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Dawn bled over the horizon, painting the training yard in shades of pink and gold
that did nothing to warm the bitter air. Soren’s muscles already screamed in
protest as Kaelor strapped yet another weight to his forearm, the leather cuff
biting into skin already raw from yesterday’s punishment.

"Too slow," Kaelor growled, tightening the strap until Soren couldn’t suppress a
wince. "Pain is just weakness leaving the body. You’ve got plenty to spare."

The old swordmaster stepped back, his single eye narrowed in assessment. With
his white hair catching the early light and his scarred face set in lines of perpetual
disappointment, he looked like some vengeful spirit sent to torment those who
dared aspire beyond their station.

Soren lifted the practice blade, its weight multiplied by the iron discs now
strapped to both arms.



His shoulders burned with the effort of merely holding the weapon level. His
palms, still blistered from gripping heated hilts two days prior, throbbed in
protest as rough leather pressed against raw flesh.

"First form," Kaelor barked, circling like a predator. "And if I see your edge drop
again, you’ll taste the dirt."

Soren moved through the standard opening stance, one that any recruit could
perform in their sleep. The weights transformed the simple movement into agony,
dragging at his muscles, threatening to pull him off-balance with each shift. Sweat
already beaded on his forehead despite the morning chill.

"Pathetic," Kaelor spat, his training sword cracking against Soren’s calf. "Back
straight. Knees bent. Again."

The yard remained empty save for them, Kaelor had demanded these sessions
begin before the other recruits woke, ensuring no distractions. No witnesses,
either, to the methodical dismantling of Soren’s body each morning.

As he reset his stance, mind emptied of everything but survival, a memory
flickered, the forgotten library, the dusty book with its nine-petaled flower. The
knowledge Valenna had poured into him like molten steel into a mold, burning and
transforming.

’The Seed Awakens,’



he thought, the first form of the Nine Petals vivid in his mind’s eye. Not the crude
diagrams from the book, but Valenna’s perfect version, a dance of subtle weight shifts and
precise angles that made traditional swordplay look like children swinging sticks.

The shard warmed against his chest, a gentle pulse that seemed to ask a question.

Kaelor turned his back momentarily, reaching for a water skin. In that brief
moment of inattention, Soren made his decision.

He shifted his weight, not to the standard second form but to the opening stance of
The Seed Awakens, feet positioned slightly differently, blade angled with subtler
intent. The weights fought him, but he compensated, adjusting the movement to
accommodate their drag.

The shard flared warmer as he began the transition, and Valenna’s voice
whispered through his mind.

’Elbow higher. Wrist looser. Feel the ground through your heel, not your toes.’

He made the adjustments instinctively, the blade cutting a pattern through the air
that was both familiar and utterly foreign to his muscles. For a heartbeat, it felt
right—balanced, inevitable, like water finding its path downhill.



Then reality reasserted itself.

His blistered palm slipped against the hilt, grip faltering at the crucial moment of
transition. The weight on his left arm pulled him fractionally off-center,
destroying the delicate balance the form required. His body, already exhausted
from days of punishment, betrayed him.

The blade wavered, edge dropping.

Kaelor was on him in an instant, moving with speed that belied his age. The
training sword struck Soren’s ribs with surgical precision, finding the exact spot
where yesterday’s bruise was still forming. Pain exploded through his side, driving
the air from his lungs in a harsh gasp.

His knees hit the dirt before he registered falling.

"What in the eight hells was that?" Kaelor loomed over him, his voice quiet with
dangerous intensity. "That wasn’t any form I taught you."

Soren struggled to breathe, each inhale sending fresh spikes of agony through his
ribcage. The weights dragged his arms down, making it nearly impossible to push
himself up.



"I asked you a question, boy." The swordmaster’s boot nudged his shoulder, not
quite a kick but the threat was clear.

"Trying... something different," Soren managed, tasting copper on his tongue.

Kaelor’s face darkened. "I don’t train you to be different. I train you to be
disciplined." He struck again, the practice sword cracking across Soren’s shoulder
blades. "Discipline means perfecting what you’re taught, not inventing flourishes
like some courtyard dandy trying to impress the ladies."

The shard burned against Soren’s chest, Valenna’s presence sharpening with
something that might have been anger or excitement, the line between them had
always been thin. Her voice cut through the haze of pain, colder than the morning
air.

’Did you think a flower blooms after a single watering? No, boy. To master this
dance, you must bleed until the seed drinks deep.’

The shard pulsed in time with his racing heart, each beat sending a jolt of heat
through his chest that seemed to synchronize with the throbbing of his injuries. It
hurt, gods, it hurt, but beneath the pain was something else. A certainty. A
purpose.

"Up," Kaelor commanded, stepping back. "We haven’t even started today’s real
work."



Soren forced his body to move, muscles trembling with the effort. He tasted dirt
and blood as he pushed himself to his knees, then to his feet. The practice blade
felt impossibly heavy in his hands, but he raised it nonetheless, settling back into
the standard opening stance.

His ribs screamed. His palms wept. His shoulders threatened to unlock from their
sockets. But he stood.

Kaelor studied him, his single eye revealing nothing. "Again," he said finally.
"From the beginning. And this time, no deviations."

As Soren moved through the basic forms, the mindless, repetitive drills that Kaelor
demanded, part of him retreated inward, to where Valenna’s knowledge still
burned bright. The Nine Petals wouldn’t bloom today. Perhaps not tomorrow. But
they would.

’Next time,” he promised himself as his body performed the mechanical movements
Kaelor demanded. ’Next time, my grip will be stronger. My balance truer.’

The shard pulsed once in what felt like agreement, then settled into a steady
warmth against his skin.



Overhead, the sun continued its climb, indifferent to the small dramas playing out
beneath it. In the dirt of the training yard, Soren bled and sweated and endured,
his body breaking while something deeper took root.

Chapter 47: The Blade That Breathes

The weight of iron crushed into Soren’s shoulders as his arms trembled,
barely supporting the practice sword that seemed to gain mass with each
passing moment.

Blood from his reopened blisters trickled down the hilt, making his grip
treacherous. Six hours of Kaelor’s special training had reduced his world to a
pinpoint of agony and determination.

"Higher," Kaelor barked, circling like a predator. "Blade level. Back straight."

Soren’s muscles screamed as he forced the weighted sword up another inch.
Sweat stung his eyes, blurring the torchlight that flickered across the training
yard.

The iron plates strapped to his limbs had long since transformed from mere
weight into instruments of torture, each movement a negotiation between will
and collapse.

"Again," Kaelor commanded, his scarred face impassive. "Thrust-parry-
riposte. And if your form falters once more, we start from the beginning."



The sequence that had once seemed simple now required every fragment of
Soren’s concentration.

He lunged forward, the plates on his thighs grinding against bruised muscle.
The parry nearly broke his wrist as he redirected the imaginary counterblow.
The riposte, gods, the riposte, sent lightning bolts of pain through his shoulder
as overtaxed tendons threatened to tear.

Kaelor’s training sword cracked against his ribs without warning, finding the
exact spot where yesterday’s bruise had barely begun to heal.

"Pathetic," the swordmaster growled. "Your edge dropped. Again."

Soren reset his stance, tasting copper and salt. How many times had they
repeated this sequence? Twenty? Fifty? The hours had blurred together into
an endless cycle of movement and pain.

‘Don’t fall,” he told himself as his vision swam. '‘Don’t you dare fall.’

He began again, driving his body through motions that had become a cruel
mockery of swordplay. This wasn’t training anymore, this was survival. Each
completed sequence was another moment he hadn’t broken, another small
victory against Kaelor’s relentless assault on his limits.



The shard against his chest remained cold and silent, Valenna'’s presence a
distant thing, observing but not intervening. He was alone in this particular
hell.

Three more sequences. Four. His lungs burned as if he’d swallowed fire. The
practice sword wavered in his grip, the weight threatening to drag his arms
down despite his best efforts. One more. Just one more.

His knee buckled.

Soren caught himself before fully collapsing, but not quickly enough. Kaelor's
training sword struck his back with precise brutality, driving him to his hands

and knees. The impact jarred through his palms, sending fresh blood welling
from blisters that hadn’t had time to heal.

"Get up,” Kaelor demanded, his voice like gravel underfoot.

Soren tried. His body refused. The weighted plates dragged at him, his
muscles liquefied by hours of punishment. His arms shook violently as he
attempted to push himself upright, betraying him halfway through the motion.

Kaelor’s boot pressed against his shoulder, not quite forcing him down but
preventing him from rising. For a moment, Soren thought the punishment
would continue, more weight, more drills, more pain until he either succeeded
or lost consciousness.

Then, surprisingly, the pressure lifted.



"Enough," Kaelor said, stepping back. "Remove the weights."

Soren remained on his hands and knees, disbelieving, as a servant hurried
forward to unbuckle the iron plates. Each removal brought a conflicting
sensation, relief as the weight disappeared, agony as blood rushed back into
compressed tissue.

By the time the last plate came off, he felt hollowed out, an empty vessel
wrung dry of everything but the stubborn refusal to yield.

"Stand," Kaelor ordered, his tone leaving no room for failure.

Somehow, Soren managed it. His legs trembled beneath him, threatening to
fold with each heartbeat, but he forced himself upright through sheer will. He
faced Kaelor, awaiting the next torment, the next impossible demand.

The swordmaster studied him, his single eye revealing nothing. Then,
unexpectedly, he sheathed his training sword.

"Strength of muscle and stance will only carry you so far," Kaelor said, his
voice dropping to a register Soren hadn’t heard before...not softer, but
somehow more focused. "To cut what must not be cut, a swordsman wields
his will."



Soren blinked, struggling to process the words through the fog of exhaustion.
This wasn’t the usual litany of criticism and commands.

"There comes a point," Kaelor continued, "where flesh fails. Where bone and
sinew reach their limits." He stepped closer, close enough that Soren could
smell the clove-and-brandy scent of his breath. "That is where true bladecraft
begins."

The shard against Soren’s chest warmed slightly, Valenna'’s attention
sharpening.

"You speak of...aura..?" Soren managed, the words scraping his dry throat.

A flicker of something, surprise, perhaps, crossed Kaelor’'s weathered face.
"Yes. Aura. The life-force channeled through blade and body." His mouth
twisted into what might have been a smile on a different face. "The truest
weapon of those who transcend."

He stepped back, creating space between them. His hand moved to the hilt of
his actual sword, not the blunted training blade he’'d been using, but the worn,
well-cared-for weapon that hung at his hip.

"Watch," he commanded, "and understand what lies beyond strength."

Kaelor drew his blade with casual grace, the steel whispering against its
scabbard. Something changed in the air, a pressure, a tension, as if the very



atmosphere had become more attentive. The torchlight along the yard’s
perimeter seemed to bend inward, drawn to the blade like moths to flame.

Soren felt the hairs on his arms rise, not from cold but from something more
primal. The shard against his chest pulsed once, hard, as if responding to an
unheard call.

Kaelor’s stance shifted, barely perceptible but fundamentally different from the
forms he’d been drilling into Soren for days. His single eye narrowed in
concentration, focused on some middle distance beyond physical sight.

Then he swung.

A single cut, horizontal, perfectly level. The blade moved with unexceptional
speed, nothing flashy or theatrical in its arc. But as it completed its path, the
air... shattered.

There was no other word for it. The space before Kaelor rippled, then broke,
an invisible wave expanding outward from the sword’s edge. It struck the
ground first, stone tiles cracking with sounds like bones breaking, dust rising
in perfect concentric circles from the point of impact.

A training dummy fifteen paces away split cleanly in half, though the blade
had never come near it. Straw innards spilled onto the cracked stone, the
severed top half toppling backward as if pushed by invisible hands.



The wave continued outward, stirring the air into a sudden whirlwind that
whipped at Soren’s sweat-soaked clothes and hair. The torches around the
yard guttered, some extinguishing completely, plunging sections of the space
into darkness.

And then it hit him.

The pressure slammed into Soren like a physical blow, driving the air from his
lungs. An invisible weight pressed down on him from all sides, as if he’'d
suddenly been plunged deep underwater. His knees buckled instantly, body
folding beneath the crushing force.

He hit the ground hard, gasping for breath that wouldn’t come. His ribs
seemed to bend inward, lungs refusing to expand against the terrible
pressure. Darkness crept in at the edges of his vision as his body screamed
for air it couldn’t draw.

Just when he thought he might lose consciousness, the pressure relented.
Not completely, he could still feel it, a lingering heaviness in the air, but
enough that he could drag a ragged breath into his starved lungs.

Kaelor stood unchanged, blade still extended from the completed cut, his
expression revealing nothing of the incredible power he’d just unleashed. After
a moment, he returned the sword to its sheath with the same casual grace
with which he’d drawn it.

The remaining torches stabilized, their flames returning to normal. The
pressure continued to dissipate, though the cracked stones and severed
dummy remained as evidence of what had occurred.



"That," Kaelor said into the stunned silence, "is Aura. The extension of will
beyond flesh." He looked down at Soren, still struggling to breathe on his
knees. "Now you try."

Soren stared up at him, disbelief momentarily overwhelming even his
exhaustion. "I... what?"

"Summon it," Kaelor ordered, as if requesting something as simple as a basic
parry. "Call your will through the blade."

Soren’s practice sword lay where he’d dropped it when the pressure hit. He
reached for it with trembling fingers, the wood sticky with blood from his split
palms. Standing required three attempts, his legs threatening to fold with each
heartbeat.

Finally upright, he gripped the practice blade with both hands, trying to recall
what he’d just withessed. The casual grace of Kaelor’s draw, the subtle shift in
stance, the moment of focused concentration before the strike.

He mimicked the stance as best he could, ignoring the protests of his abused
muscles. The shard against his chest warmed further, Valenna’s presence
coiling closer to the surface of his awareness.

‘Will through the blade,’” he thought, trying to focus past the pain and
exhaustion. ’Extension beyond flesh.’



He drew a deep breath, held it, then executed the cut, the same horizontal
sweep Kaelor had performed.

Nothing happened.

No pressure wave, no cracking stones, no severed dummy. Just the whistle of
wood through air, and the renewed burning in his shoulders from the effort.

"Again," Kaelor commanded, unmoved by the failure. "Intent. Purpose. Will."

Soren tried once more, gripping the practice sword tighter, focusing harder.
His burned palms split further, blood slicking the wood, making his grip
precarious. Still nothing.

Again and again he tried, each attempt more desperate than the last. His
hands bled freely now, his breath coming in harsh gasps as he pushed his
broken body through motions it could barely perform. The world narrowed to
the blade, the cut, and the absolute absence of response.

On the seventh attempt, something inside him snapped, not physically, but
some barrier of restraint, of dignity. He snarled with frustration, driving the
practice sword through the air with every remaining ounce of strength. His
palms screamed as blisters tore completely open, blood spattering the
cracked stones beneath him.



Still nothing.

Kaelor watched impassively, his single eye revealing neither surprise nor
disappointment, as if he’d expected exactly this result.

"Enough," he said finally. "You’re still only a child swinging wood, not yet a
swordsman."

The words cut deeper than any blade. Soren stood swaying, blood dripping
from his fingertips, chest heaving with exertion and something dangerously
close to despair. He'd given everything, pushed beyond limits he hadn’t
known he possessed, and still fallen short.

Kaelor turned away, his back a dismissal more final than any spoken word.
The training was over. The lesson delivered.

Chapter 48: The Elder’s Game (1)
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Consciousness hit Soren like a physical blow. He opened his eyes to find himself
sprawled in the dust of the training yard, his body a map of pain with no safe
territories. Overhead, the sky had taken on the deep purple of early evening,
though he had no memory of the sun’s descent.

"Get up," a voice commanded from somewhere above him. "Lord Ayren waits, and
he’s not known for patience."



Soren blinked, trying to bring the world into focus. A page stood over him, nose
wrinkled with distaste at the sight of his blood-smeared, sweat-soaked form. The
boy couldn’t have been more than twelve, yet he managed to look down at Soren
as if examining something scraped from the bottom of a boot.

"Did you hear me?" the page pressed. "Lord Ayren. Waiting. Now."

The shard against Soren’s chest pulsed once, the first sign of Valenna’s presence
since Kaelor’s demonstration had driven him to his knees. Her voice whispered
through his mind, cool and distant as winter stars.

’Rise, little knife. One battlefield merely gives way to another.’

Soren rolled to his side, every muscle screaming in protest. His palms left bloody
prints in the dirt as he pushed himself up, blisters weeping fresh fluid where
they’d split open during his failed attempts to summon Aura.

His legs trembled beneath him as he stood, threatening to fold at any moment.

"I need to wash," he managed, his voice a rasp that barely carried.



The page’s expression suggested this was both obvious and inconvenient. "Follow
me. Quickly."

The walk to the bathing chamber was a blur of agony. Soren focused solely on
putting one foot before the other, fighting the darkness that hovered at the edges
of his vision.

He barely registered the corridors they passed through, the servants who flattened
themselves against walls to avoid contact with his filthy form.

The chamber itself was mercifully empty. Steam rose from a large copper tub, the
water already drawn and waiting. Soren wondered dimly how long the page had
known of this summons, how precisely the Velranes timed even their
afterthoughts.

"Clean clothes there," the page said, pointing to a folded stack on a nearby bench.
"You have ten minutes."

Then he was gone, leaving Soren alone with steam and silence.

Stripping proved almost as difficult as standing had been. His fingers refused to
cooperate, fumbling with lacings and buckles that suddenly seemed impossibly
complex. When he finally managed to remove his blood-stained tunic, the sight
beneath almost sent him back to his knees.



His torso was a canvas of violence, purple-black bruises layered atop yellow-green
ones, angry red welts where Kaelor’s training sword had struck with particular
force.

The skin over his ribs had split in two places, dried blood crusted in thin lines that
cracked when he moved.

’Gods,’ he thought, staring down at himself. ’I look like I’ve been trampled by
horses.’

The water stung his open wounds as he lowered himself into the tub, a hiss
escaping through clenched teeth. For a moment, the pain was so intense he
considered climbing back out.

Then, gradually, the heat began to work its way into his abused muscles, and the
agony subsided to a more manageable throb.

He scrubbed quickly, mindful of the page’s time limit. The water turned a murky
pink as blood, sweat, and dirt sloughed off his skin.

His palms burned fiercely as soap found its way into open blisters, but he forced
himself to clean them thoroughly. Infection would be far worse than momentary
pain.



The clean clothes were simple but of better quality than his recruit’s uniform, a
charcoal tunic of fine wool, black breeches, soft leather boots that looked freshly
polished.

All in House Velrane’s colors, he noted, but without crest or identification. Not a
uniform, then. Something else.

He dressed with fingers that still trembled, his damp hair leaving dark patches on
the tunic’s shoulders.

The fabric felt strange against his skin, too soft after weeks of rough-spun cotton.
The boots fit perfectly, another unsettling reminder of how closely he was being
observed.

The page returned exactly when promised, expression souring when he saw
Soren’s still-damp hair. "Come," he said without preamble. "You’re late."

’Late for what?’ Soren wanted to ask, but saved his breath for the walk ahead. The
shard pulsed once against his chest, neither warning nor encouragement, simply
acknowledgment that another trial awaited.



They traversed corridors Soren had never seen before, each more austere than the
last. Where Veyr’s domain had been all maps and weapons, trophies and warm
wood, this section of the estate breathed cold efficiency.

The stone floors were polished to a mirror shine, walls bare of ornament save for
the occasional portrait, stern-faced Velranes from generations past, their eyes
following him with painted suspicion.

The page stopped before a door of dark, unadorned wood. No carvings, no gilding,
nothing to suggest the importance of the chamber beyond. He knocked once, sharp
and precise, then stepped aside without waiting for a response.

"Enter," a voice commanded from within, Ayren’s voice, cool and measured as a
winter stream.

Soren pushed the door open, stepping into what felt like a physical manifestation
of calculation.

This chamber was larger than he’d expected, but somehow seemed smaller for its
contents. Every wall was lined with shelves, each bearing ledgers and scrolls
arranged with mathematical precision.

Maps covered the spaces between, pinned flat against the stone, marked with
notations in a cramped, elegant hand. A massive desk dominated the center of the
room, its surface buried beneath stacks of parchment and open books, though even
this apparent disorder suggested purpose rather than chaos.



Unlike Veyr’s chambers, no fire burned in the hearth. The only light came from oil
lamps placed at careful intervals, their flames steady in the still air.

The room was cold, not merely in temperature, though that was noticeable enough
after the warmth of the bath, but in essence. This was a place where emotion came
to die, where only logic and calculation survived.

Ayren Velrane sat behind the desk, quill moving across parchment with fluid
precision. He didn’t look up as Soren entered, didn’t acknowledge him in any way.

His violet-black hair fell across his forehead in what appeared to be artful
carelessness, though Soren suspected every strand had been deliberately arranged.

His high-collared coat was the same shade of charcoal as Soren’s new tunic, the
cuffs embroidered with House Velrane’s crest in thread so fine it was barely
visible.

Soren stood just inside the doorway, uncertain whether to announce himself or
wait to be recognized. His body still ached from Kaelor’s punishment, muscles
trembling with the effort of remaining upright, but he forced himself to stand
straight. Weakness here would be fatal, he sensed that without being told.



The silence stretched, broken only by the scratch of quill against parchment and
the soft tick of a clock somewhere out of sight. Soren’s chest tightened as the
moment extended, his lungs seemingly unable to draw sufficient air in this cold,
still room.

Finally, after what felt like minutes but was likely only seconds, Ayren set down
his quill and looked up. His amethyst eyes assessed Soren with clinical
detachment, revealing nothing of his thoughts.

"You’re late," he said, the words precise as knife cuts. "Again."
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Soren opened his mouth to explain, Kaelor’s training, his collapse, the time needed
to wash, but something in Ayren’s expression stopped him. Excuses would only
make things worse.

"Yes, my lord," he said instead, his voice steadier than he’d expected. "I
apologize."

Ayren’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in his eyes, not
approval, exactly, but perhaps acknowledgment that Soren had chosen the correct
response.



Without further comment, he reached for a parchment to his right and slid it
across the desk’s polished surface. "Come. Sit."

Soren approached the desk, each step requiring conscious effort as his abused
body protested the continued demand for movement. He lowered himself into the
chair opposite Ayren, careful to keep his back straight despite the screaming pain
in his ribs.

The parchment before him contained a list of names, each written in Ayren’s
elegant script. Noble houses, Soren realized, recognizing some from conversations
he overheard. Each name was accompanied by a small sigil, family crests rendered
in precise detail.

"Choose one to ally with," Ayren said without preamble. "And one to ruin."

Soren stared at the list, mind racing. This wasn’t what he’d expected. A lecture,
perhaps. More lessons on proper behavior. Not... this. Not a test that felt like a
trap.

The shard pulsed once against his chest, Valenna’s presence sharpening with
interest. She offered no guidance, though, this was his challenge to meet or fail.



He scanned the names again, trying to recall what little he knew of each house.
Some were completely unfamiliar. Others he recognized only from passing
mentions in the barracks or dining hall. None seemed safe to choose without more
information.

The silence stretched as he hesitated, Ayren’s gaze heavy as a physical weight.

"Do you plan to stare your enemies into submission?" Ayren asked finally, his tone
carrying an edge of disdain. "An interesting strategy, if somewhat limited in
effectiveness."

Soren looked up, meeting those unsettling violet eyes. "I don’t know enough about
these houses to make such a choice."

"Precisely," Ayren replied, leaning back slightly in his chair. "Yet the world will
demand choices of you regardless of your preparation. This is your new lesson:
decisions made in ignorance are still decisions, and they carry consequences."

He reached across the desk, tapping one elegant finger against a name near the
top of the list. "House Teyne. Old knights, old blood, old honor. Their steel has
served kings for ten generations." His finger moved to another name. "And now
they’re bankrupt, their ancestral lands mortgaged to merchants, their sons and
daughters selling swords to pay family debts."

Soren absorbed this, trying to see the angles, the hidden purpose behind the
information.



Ayren continued, finger sliding to the next name.

"House Marrick. Merchants elevated to nobility three generations ago. New
money, new titles, new ambitions. They own half the trading ships in the eastern
harbors and collect interest from half the noble houses in the realm." His mouth
curved in a cold smile.

"The old blood despises them, of course. Nothing more offensive to ancient lineage
than watching a spice merchant’s grandson marry his daughter into a house whose
name appears in the founding chronicles."

The pattern was becoming clear now. Ayren wasn’t just providing information—he
was dissecting these houses, exposing their vulnerabilities with surgical precision.

"House Dravien," Ayren continued, moving down the list.

"Fierce warriors from the northern mountains. Their border keeps have never
fallen to enemy forces." His finger tapped the sigil beside the name, two wolves,
one black, one white, facing away from each other.

"Now the house is split by feuding brothers, each claiming the lordship after their
father’s suspicious death. Their armies face each other across a valley that should
be defended against foreign threats."



Soren nodded.

"House Dravien," Ayren continued, moving down the list. "Fierce warriors from
the northern mountains. Their border keeps have never fallen to enemy forces."
His finger tapped the sigil beside the name, two wolves, one black, one white,
facing away from each other.

"Now the house is split by feuding brothers, each claiming the lordship after their
father’s suspicious death. Their armies face each other across a valley that should
be defended against foreign threats."

Soren nodded, studying the list with growing understanding. Each house was a
piece on a board far more complex than he’d realized.

"Now," Ayren said, leaning back, fingers steepled beneath his chin. "Choose. One
to ally with. One to destroy."

Soren took a deep breath, his ribs protesting the expansion. He pointed to House
Marrick. "Ally with them. They have wealth, which House Teyne needs. And House
Teyne has the bloodline and martial reputation that House Marrick craves."

Ayren’s expression remained unchanged, but something flickered in his eyes. "And
who would you destroy?"



"House Dravien," Soren said after a moment’s consideration. "Their internal
conflict makes them vulnerable. While they fight each other, they cannot unite
against outside threats."

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the steady tick of the unseen
clock. Then Ayren’s mouth curled into something too sharp to be called a smile.

"Mercy," he said, the word dripping with disdain. "You would show mercy to a
wounded beast, only to have it turn on you when healed." He leaned forward,
voice dropping to a silken murmur.

"House Teyne is dying. Your alliance merely prolongs their suffering while
draining your resources. Mercy is indulgence. Do you mean to rule or beg?"

Heat crept up Soren’s neck. The shard pulsed once against his chest, a warning
flare.

"As for Dravien," Ayren continued, "you mistake opportunity for vulnerability.
Their conflict is precisely what makes them valuable. Each brother can be played
against the other, their resources directed to our benefit while they remain too
divided to threaten us." His fingers tapped the desk, a soft, impatient rhythm.
"Choose again. And this time, think like a predator, not a nursemaid."



Soren swallowed, reassessing the list. The names blurred slightly as exhaustion
pulled at him, but he forced his mind to clarity. This was just another battlefield,
another test of survival.

"Ally with House Marrick," he said finally. "Their wealth buys influence, and new
money is hungry for legitimacy...which makes them eager to please."

Ayren nodded once, the barest acknowledgment. "And destroy?"

"House Teyne," Soren replied, the words tasting bitter. "Their debts make them
vulnerable. Buy what they owe, then call it due. Take their lands when they cannot

pay. n

"Better," Ayren said, though his tone suggested ’barely adequate’ rather than
actual praise. "Though still too gentle. If you leave a rival weakened, he will
recover. You cripple him or you bury him."

Chapter 50: The Elder’s Game (3)

Chapter 50: The Elder’s Game (3)

He pulled the parchment back, replacing it with another. This one showed a map
of territories Soren didn’t recognize, marked with colored boundaries and tiny
notations.



"These are the hunting grounds of House Karvath," Ayren explained. "Rich in
timber, poor in defensibility. Their eastern border touches Velrane lands."

His finger traced a winding line that presumably represented a river.

"They’ve offered us access to their forests in exchange for military protection."

Soren studied the map, noting the sparse settlements, the expansive woodlands,
the exposed position relative to what must be mountainous regions to the north.
"It seems... beneficial," he ventured. "We gain resources, they gain security."

"Indeed," Ayren agreed smoothly. "And their troops would bolster our northern
garrisons, freeing our own soldiers for more pressing concerns elsewhere."

Something in his tone made Soren hesitate. This felt too straightforward, too
obviously advantageous. "What’s the cost?" he asked, caution threading through
his voice.

"Minimal," Ayren replied with a dismissive wave. "A marriage alliance, perhaps.
Some minor concessions on trade tariffs. Nothing House Velrane cannot afford."



Soren’s instincts prickled. The deal sounded perfect, suspiciously so. What was he
missing? He scanned the map again, looking for hidden traps, for the angles Ayren
wasn’t revealing.

"I would accept their offer," he said slowly, still searching for the catch. "The
benefits outweigh the costs."

Ayren’s eyes hardened to amethyst ice. "Then you would lead House Velrane to
ruin," he said, his voice deadly quiet. "House Karvath sits on depleted mines that
poison their water. Their timber operations are a front for smuggling operations.
Their troops are half-trained conscripts who would desert at the first sign of real
conflict."

He snatched the map away, his movements suddenly sharp with controlled anger.
"Never take the board as it is given. Question everything. Trust nothing. Especially
information that seems to perfectly align with your desires."

Shame burned through Soren, hot and unwelcome. He’d failed another test,
walked blindly into another trap.

"I didn’t know—" he began.

"Of course you didn’t know," Ayren cut him off. "That is precisely the point. In the
game of houses, ignorance is not a defense...it is a weakness to be exploited. Your
enemies will hand you beautiful lies wrapped in plausible truths, and smile as you
hang yourself with them."



The shard pulsed against Soren’s chest, a steady beat that matched his quickening
heart. Valenna remained silent, but her presence sharpened, observing this lesson
with keen interest.

Ayren drew another parchment from the stack, this one bearing a list of names
Soren didn’t recognize.

"The western provinces face famine after three years of poor harvests," he said,
tone shifted back to cool instruction.

"House Velrane has grain stores sufficient to feed half the affected region. The
other great houses have similar resources." His gaze fixed on Soren. "What do you
do?"

Soren considered carefully, wary now of easy answers. The obvious response
would be to distribute the grain, to prevent starvation. But Ayren would see that
as weakness, as indulgence...

"Sell the grain," he said finally. "But at prices the desperate can afford. Not
charity, but not extortion either."

"Half right," Ayren replied, his voice cold.



"You sell, yes, but not to all. You choose which regions receive your grain based on
strategic value, those whose loyalty is worth securing, those whose resources you
covet, those whose rebellion you fear."

His fingers drummed once against the desk. "The rest? They can starve. Their
weakness is not your concern unless it can be leveraged to your advantage."

Soren felt something inside him recoil at the calculated cruelty. Let people starve
for political advantage? Even in Nordhav’s brutal streets, there had been codes,
lines that weren’t crossed.

"That’s—" he stopped himself before the word 'wrong’ could escape.

"Practical," Ayren finished for him, his eyes knowing.

"The world has limited resources, Thorne. Those who control them control
everything else." He leaned forward, voice dropping to that silken murmur again.

"Sentimentality is a luxury for those who need not worry about survival. House
Velrane cannot afford such indulgences."



The lesson continued, scenario after scenario, choice after impossible choice. With
each one, Ayren stripped away another layer of what Soren might have called
decency, replacing it with cold calculation.

Who to betray. When to lie. How to manipulate noble houses through their pride,
merchant families through their ambition, common folk through their fears.

By the time they reached the final parchment, Soren’s head throbbed nearly as
badly as his battered body. The moral certainties he’d carried from Nordhav’s
streets, crude but clear lines between right and wrong, lay in tatters around him.

"You grasp the fundamentals," Ayren said finally, gathering the parchments into a
neat stack. "Though your instinct for mercy remains problematic."

"Thank you, my lord," Soren replied automatically, unsure if this qualified as
praise or merely acknowledgment of basic competence.

Ayren’s mouth curved in that knife-edge smile again. "Don’t thank me yet, Thorne.
We’ve barely begun." He rose from his chair in one fluid motion, moving to a
cabinet behind the desk. From it, he withdrew a crystal decanter and two glasses.

"My brother believes talent can overcome birth," he said as he poured amber
liquid into each glass. "That a sword is a sword, regardless of the hand that wields
it." He offered one glass to Soren, who accepted it with fingers that still trembled
slightly from exhaustion.



"A charming notion, if somewhat naive."

The liquor burned Soren’s throat as he sipped it, but the warmth that spread
through his chest was welcome after the chamber’s persistent chill.

"Veyr will teach you how to smile and win hearts," Ayren continued, studying
Soren over the rim of his glass. "I will teach you how to twist the knife when the
heart is yours. Together, that is how Velrane survives."

He set his glass down with deliberate precision. "We are done for today. Next
time, bring me the weakness of every recruit in your barracks."

Soren blinked, caught off guard by the abrupt dismissal and the unexpected
assignment. "Their weaknesses?"

"Yes," Ayren confirmed, his tone suggesting the request should be obvious. "What
they fear. What they desire. What they would betray their oaths to protect or
acquire."

His gaze was steady, uncompromising.



"Learn to wield men as you would a sword. Understand where they are strong,
where they are brittle, where they will break under pressure."

Soren rose from his chair, muscles protesting the movement after so long seated
in one position.

The thought of returning to the barracks, of cataloging the vulnerabilities of men
he lived alongside, left a sour taste in his mouth that had nothing to do with
Ayren’s expensive liquor.

"As you command, my lord," he said, inclining his head in what he hoped passed
for appropriate deference.

Ayren’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if detecting the reluctance beneath Soren’s
compliance. "One final lesson, Thorne," he said, his voice soft but carrying an edge
sharp enough to draw blood.

"Hesitation is the gap through which defeat enters. When you make a choice,
commit to it wholly or not at all."

With that, he turned his back, a clear dismissal. Soren moved toward the door,
each step a negotiation between dignity and pain. As he reached for the handle,
Ayren spoke once more.



"And Thorne? Don’t be late ever again."

The corridor outside felt impossibly bright after the muted lighting of Ayren’s
chamber. Soren leaned against the wall for a moment, letting his eyes adjust,
letting his mind process the lessons, if one could call them that, of the past hour.

The shard pulsed against his chest, warmer now, and Valenna’s voice whispered
through his thoughts.

’He is right about one thing,” she murmured. ’Hesitation kills. But mercy is not
always weakness.’



