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1

 


Morgan set the book down on the
table, which wasn’t there, and flipped a few pages forward, then a
few pages back. It was obvious he couldn’t find what he was looking
for, but he refused to give up. Kile sat in the overstuffed winged
back chair with her cup of rosemary tea, minus the rum, watching
him with little interest. She didn’t really like the taste of the
tea, but thought it impolite to refuse the offer. The globe of fire
which once warmed the small tower in the dead of winter was
flickering blue and was now cooling the same room. She wondered if
she could get one of those for her cell, as the hot summer
days made sleeping almost unbearable.

Summer at the Academy was as boring as she feared it
would be. With no one to speak with or train with, she went through
her days with very little enthusiasm. The only high point was
watching the Hunters appear for the Gathering. One or two arrived
nearly every day and although she didn’t know any of them by name,
she was still down on the field to watch them ride in. They were
some of the best from every Province in Aru, they had been places
and seen things no one else had ever been or seen before, and just
being associated with them, even it if was on a cadet level, was
and inspiring moment. Sadly, those moments were brief and far
between. For the most part, the Hunters remained sequestered within
the main building, nobody was allowed in or out without an
invitation.

The rest of her days were spent in solitude.
Although, there were a few cadets waiting out the summer with her,
she had very little contact with them. It wasn’t for lack of trying
on her part. Ever since the fiasco with the crossbow, Master West,
and the fact that Charles Bane was expelled because of her, or
that’s what they were led to believe. She felt that any progress
made over the first year was lost. The cadets wouldn’t look at her,
wouldn’t speak to her, and if she made any attempt to approach
them, they fell over themselves trying to get away from her. She
was sure Eric had some choice words and a few stories to tell the
cadets on her behalf. She had even seen him speaking with a few
prior to his leaving. They would look over at her when she passed
and there was a mixture of fear and loathing in their eyes. She
could only image what tales Eric was telling them. It didn’t matter
Eric’s reputation wasn’t all that clean, or he had spent most of
his first year, making it miserable for others, they were still
more willing to believe him than they were to believe her. She had
truly lived up to the standard of a jinx. If it wasn’t for Vesper,
she would have been completely lost in her loneliness. The yarrow
stayed by her side throughout the summer and became a permanent
fixture on her shoulder whenever possible.

Mealtime was even worse, since the dining hall was
generally empty. Most of the instructors, who weren’t at the
Gathering, ate in town. Those that did take their meals in the mess
hall, usually sat at their own tables in their own section. The
cadets had their section and Kile was left to sit alone. That
lasted about two days. She couldn’t take the quick glances and the
quiet remarks any longer and decided to eat alone in her room from
that point on.

The nights were the only time she really felt
comfortable. Ironically, it was the only time she was really alone.
She would slip out of her room when everyone else was asleep and
wander around the compound. There was little chance of anyone
catching her, since the only ones patrolling at that time of the
night were the guards at the front gate and Oblum’s two mastiffs,
Gorum and Hunar. On some nights she would walk with the two dogs on
their patrol and pick up a game of fetch with them in the field
just behind the stables, but most of the time she enjoyed the
solitude with nobody judging her or demanding something of her. It
was on these nights she realized she could never go back home, she
could never go back to what she was. She had become something more
out here, but whether that was a Hunter, she didn’t know. All she
knew were those ideas, associated with the comforts of home, were
moving farther and farther away.

She was a young woman of fifteen now, according to
the charter of Riverport, which meant, if she had stayed home, if
she hadn’t taken the entry examination last year, she would, at
this moment, be married to that little troll of a boy, Pordist
Talon. That would have made her father happy, since it was his plan
all along to barter her for the bottom land which ran along the
southern border of the Veller farm. Oric Talon owned the land, and
he would have given anything to marry off his son, but that was
another age, another lifetime. She had taken the entry examination,
and much to her surprise, passed it. Now, she was on her way to
becoming a Hunter.

Of course, she still had a long way to go. Two more
years of training, one year of probation, and there were still a
lot of obstacles placed against her personally. The least of which
was the staff at the Academy, as well as some members of the Guild.
Maybe not all the staff or all the members, there were a few who
wished her well, although they had a funny way of showing it, but
for the most part, they did not want her at the Academy, let alone
see her graduate. They simply did not want her to become a
Hunter.

She had often wondered why. What did these people,
who she didn’t know, have against her? She always thought her size
and her weight would be her greatest hindrance, but Alex was
smaller than her and he was advancing as well as someone like him
could advance. She had grown a bit since coming to the Academy,
although she spent most of her time trying to hide it. It was the
obstacles she never considered which caused her the most problems.
The ones she couldn’t hide. For starters, she was a girl, and girls
simply did not become Hunters. It’s been nearly twenty years since
any girl graduated from the Academy. Then there was the fact she
was the daughter of a farmer, which appeared, for some reason, to
be a mark against her, although she couldn’t understand why.
Finally, there were some who believed she had Orseen blood. This
was news to her, since she never knew what an Orseen was, but if
she believed the scholars, they were a forgotten nomadic race of
people who had blood ties to the Ogres of legend.

Taking a sip of her rosemary tea, she nearly choked.
Being that it was cold, didn’t improve the taste any. How could
anyone enjoy this, she wondered? She set the cup down. Maybe Morgan
had the right idea after all, maybe a shot of rum was enough to
kill the bitter flavor, not that she had any intention of trying it
that way.

She stared at the flickering blue flames floating
before her, and although she enjoyed the cooling effect on the hot
summer day, she still did not fully trust anything associated with
the mystic arts. Unfortunately, every Hunter has to have some
affiliation with the arts in order to be a Hunter, it was known as
the Hunter’s Edge. This, in its own way, became yet another
obstacle against her. She couldn’t be like every other Hunter who
passed through the Academy, with an Edge that was both effective
and common, no, she had to be different. Her Edge, her ability, was
outside the norm, it defied classification and therefore, she was
commonly referred to, by the not so flattering term of, freak. Of
course, that’s what they would have called her, if anyone other
than Morgan, her mystic arts instructor, knew what she could do.
She possessed the very rare, very unique ability of communicating
with the natural world. She could actually speak with animals.
According to Morgan’s research, this Edge has never been seen in a
Hunter as far back as their written history, and since that can be
traced back to one year after the Guild was established, it is safe
to say, no other Hunter has ever been able to communicate in this
way. This was just another thing that separated her from everyone
else, another wall placed between her and the rest of the cadets.
To sum it up, she was a short, freaky, farmer’s daughter with half
Ogre blood.

Well, that didn’t actually improve her mood.

Morgan finally gave up looking for, whatever it was
he was looking for and slammed the book closed. The sudden noise
startled Kile out of her daydream and she almost spilled the last
of the tea.

“There is nothing about it in here,” he remarked,
scratching his chin the way he did when he was confused, which
seemed to be quite often when she was around. “It would appear that
what you have described is not a documented ability of the Alva,
which I have been researching.”

“Sorry, sir,” she responded, although she wasn’t
sure why she was apologizing.

“Oh, no,” he said, waving her off. “This is amazing,
fantastic even. If what you’re telling me is true, then what you
have is unique, similar to what the Alva described and yet, quite
different. We have to explore this deeper, find out how far it
actually extends.”

“I’m not sure I can, sir, it only really happened
that one time.”

“Well, we won’t know, unless we try,” he said,
walking over to the shelves. He began searching through the
crockery.

She watched as Morgan frantically sorted through the
plates, bowls and cups, and was starting to regret telling the
mystic about the circumstances surround her finding the crossbow in
the armory. She wasn’t sure she fully understood it herself. As she
tried to explain it to him, she found it sounded more foolish than
it felt, when she was doing it. She could actually smell her
crossbow in an armory filled with crossbows. She picked up on her
own scent, or, at least, that was the way Vesper described it. It
sounded ridiculous, impossible and a little disturbing, but Morgan,
on the other hand, thought the entire incident was fascinating and
kept asking questions she couldn’t answer. Eventually, he turned to
the old books, but now it appeared they had as many answers as she
did.

Morgan suddenly turned around and presented her with
two bowls he just pulled from the shelf.

“Which one was yours?” He asked, holding them out to
her.

She looked at the two bowls, and they were exactly
the same. Two bowls from a matching set. A set she neither
recognized, nor owned.

“Neither, sir,” she answered a bit confused.

“Come, come now, you’re not even trying. You ate out
of one of these bowls, which one was it?”

Kile looked over the bowls again. She did have
supper with the mystic once, during the winter, the same day he
gave her the globe of fire to warm her cell, but it never occurred
to her to examine the bowls. She didn’t think she was going to be
tested on it. She looked at them again, and then pointed at the one
on the left.

“That one,” she said.

“You’re guessing,” he replied, pulling the bowls
back. “Smell the two bowls and see if you can pick up on your
scent.”

Great, now he wanted her to sniff the bowls. She
knew telling him was a bad idea. If he asks her to mark one, she
was leaving.

She took the first bowl and smelled it, and then
picked up the second. She felt extremely foolish since both bowls
smelled the same. She knew this was going nowhere. It didn’t help
with Kaza sitting up on his high shelf trying to muffle a crow like
snicker. She thought about picking one at random again, just to end
the humiliation, but that wasn’t going to help her understand it
any better.

“I really can’t tell the difference,” she
admitted.

Morgan looked more defeated than she felt and took
the bowls from her. He turned each one over in his hands to examine
them, and then shrugged.

“I guess it’s for the best, I don’t really know
either,” he said, setting them back on the shelf. “It’s possible
the scent has dissipated over time.”

“It really only happened that one time, sir,” she
reminded him.

“It could have been the heat of the moment. Placed
under a significant amount of stress, we find we can do all sorts
of things we otherwise didn’t know we could.”

It was a good thing she didn’t tell him she caught
Eric’s scent on that same day. The day he sneaked into the stables
and caught Carter, Daniel and her, persuading Charles into
confessing. Morgan would parade cadets past her and have her try to
identify them by sniffing. She could only image how well that would
have gone over.

“Of course you could be channeling the ability,” he
added.

“Channeling? I don’t understand.”

“Well, you did say Vesper was with you. Yarrows are
known to have a heightened sense of smell. It is quite possible
that Vesper was detecting your scent and you were just picking up
on his reactions.”

She pondered the idea for a moment. It did make a
lot of sense, and it would explain why she couldn’t do it all the
time. The only problem was, Vesper wasn’t around when she smelled
Eric. She sent him to fetch Gorum and Huron, since she didn’t dare
go herself, and hadn’t seen the yarrow until the next morning. But,
if what Morgan said was true, she could have picked up on the dog’s
reactions. They detected Eric as well, or it may have been
something even simpler. Maybe it wasn’t Eric’s smell which alerted
her to his presence. Maybe he made a sound when he entered, or
possibly a change in the light when the stable door was opened. She
really didn’t think about it at the time, but it could have been
any number of factors.

“Without knowing the exact circumstances around why
this ability occurred, we can’t really study it. We need more
information,” he said and started to write something down in his
notebook. “Have you noticed any changes in other areas, say your
sense of tastes, your hearing, even your eye sight?” he asked
her.

“You think that can be affected as well?”

“We know animal’s senses surpass our own. Rodents
have a better sense of smell, birds have better eyesight, and it
may not even stop there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we know there is a certain amount of
interaction between male and female…”

“Whoa, stop there,” she said, holding up her
hands.

“It is something…”

“No, we are not going there, we are NEVER going
there.”

“It was just something to think about,” Morgan
replied. He turned back to his book and scribbled something else
down. One of these days she was going to have to get a hold of that
book to find out exactly what he keeps writing about.

“Besides,” Morgan said, setting the book aside
“There was something else I found that I wanted to explore.”

“And what would that be?” She asked, dreading the
answer. If it was another one of his tests, she knew she wasn’t
going to like the outcome.

“The Alva called it, the Maligar.”

“The what?”

“The Maligar. I couldn’t find much about it, but
according to the text, it has something to do with influencing an
animal’s behavior.”

“I don’t understand how is that going to help me?”
she asked.

“Well, we won’t know until we try then, will we?”
Morgan replied. He walked into the back room and came out with a
large brass cage. He struggled, a bit, as he set it on the
counter.

Kile climbed out of the overstuffed wingback chair
and Vesper quickly jumped into her seat. She ignored the yarrow as
she slowly approached the brass cage which Morgan set on the table.
She had no idea what the mystic had in mind or what he was planning
on using it for. At first, she saw nothing when she looked into the
cage, only piles of sawdust and some shredded pieces of parchment.
She was going to pass it off as one of the mystic’s daft
experiments, but then one of the larger pieces of parchment began
to move. When she looked closer she could see, hiding under the
paper, a small white rabbit. It was clear to Kile the little thing
was scared and very nervous, but she couldn’t blame him. One
moment, hopping around in a field, minding his own business, the
next, stuck in a brass cage with two vir staring at him.

“Hello there,” she said, getting closer. She stuck
her finger between the bars to pet the rabbit. It quickly moved to
the back of the cage, out of reach.

“It’s alright,” she added trying to calm it
down.

-Scared-

The voice in her head was very soft, very timid, and
it was difficult to actually hear it, but she could feel it. Like
her conversations with Vesper, the words carried more feeling than
meaning.

“I know you are. Everything’s going to be alright,”
she told him.

“Can you understand him?” Morgan asked, grabbing his
notebook and starting to scribble.

“It’s difficult, but I understand what he means,”
she told the mystic. “I don’t think we should use him for the test.
Why can’t I just use Vesper, like I’ve been doing?”

-I take test?-

Vesper asked from his seat on the chair beside the
cooling flame. The yarrow actually enjoyed most of the tests since
he had very little to do in them and was often rewarded for it.

“It won’t do. We already know you can communicate
with Vesper, and he would do just about anything you ask of him,”
Morgan explained. “What we need is a subject that is wild, which is
not likely to do what you ask. The Maligar is about control, about
commanding an animal to do something it wouldn’t normally do.”

-About domination-

Kaza added.

“What do you mean domination?” she asked the crow
who came down to join their conversation in spite of Morgan’s
feelings. The mystic had made it quite clear. He did not want Kaza
interfering with Kile’s studies. She noticed a significant change
in the way the mystic view his one time pet, now he knew the crow
understood just about everything he said.

“It’s nothing to do with domination,” Morgan
countered. “It’s control through influence, a blending of the
minds.”

Kaza landed on Kile’s shoulder.

-He means you must dominate the rabbit’s will.
Control, command and dominate.-

“That's horrible,” she replied, looking at the
rabbit still huddling in the cage.

-Free?-

It whispered to her and she could feel the cool
winds of the meadow, the warmth of the sunshine and the smell of
the clover surrounding that one word.

“We have to let him go, he doesn’t want to be here,”
she said, reaching for the cage.

“Nobody wants to be here, but it’s only a simple
test,” Morgan assured her. “After the test, I promise, I will
release him where I caught him.”

“You promise?” She asked, looking at the small white
rabbit still curled up under the large piece of parchment.

-Command, control, dominate.-

Kaza repeated.

“Just this one test,” she told Morgan and then
turned to the rabbit. “Nobody’s going to hurt you, little one.
We’re just going to do a simple test and then you can go free.”

-Free?-

“Yes, you can go free after the test… okay?”

-Free.-

She wasn’t sure if the rabbit understood her. Some
of the wildest animals which Morgan brought in for her to
communicate with, often didn’t. Only those who were around humans,
whether by choice or by accident, were the ones she could truly
communicate with.

“You shouldn’t converse too much with it, Kile,”
Morgan said, directing her away from the cage. “I don’t want it to
get too attached. This experiment must be controlled. I have to
know if you can influence it with your Edge and not your kindness
towards it.”

She didn’t like the way Morgan kept referring to the
rabbit as an “it”, it was a he and a young one at that, although
she couldn’t get his name. The mystic had often regarded the
animals they used for the experiments as objects and not living,
breathing creatures. She would have thought Morgan would have
understood by now, but he appeared to be more driven by the results
than the actual tests.

“What do I have to do?” she asked reluctantly.

“Well, it’s quite simple, actually. You have to
concentrate on the subject until your mind is locked with theirs
and then, command it to do something.”

It seemed simple enough.

-It’s the domination of the will.-

Kaza added.

“It’s only a test,” she told the crow. But, was she
trying more to convince herself? The whole idea just didn’t sit
right with her. The sooner she started the test, the sooner it
would be over for both of them.

Turning to the cage, she tried to focus on the small
white rabbit, but she was quickly overcome with fear and
confusion.

“I can’t do this,” she said, breaking off the
initial connection.

-Good for you.-

Kaza crowed from her shoulder.

Morgan didn’t have to understand what Kaza said to
know the crow was against the test from the start. He just gave the
bird a dirty look before turning his attention to Kile.

“It's a simple test to see the limits of your Edge,”
he told her. “You may be protesting for no reason. You may not even
be able to do it in the first place, but we shall never know, if we
do not try.”

As much as she hated to admit it, Morgan had a
point. Without knowing the full extent of her Edge, how could she
use it effectively? He might even be right. She might not be able
to dominate the will of an animal.

She pushed the thoughts out of her head and fell
into her Edge the way Daniel showed her. She wasn’t sure if it was
the same for her as it was for him, but it did clear her mind and
helped her focus. She reached out to the rabbit again, and again
she felt his fear, but this time she pushed passed it until she was
in the recesses of his mind. From here she could see many things,
although seeing wasn’t exactly the right word, feeling was closer
to the mark. She could feel his life, his home, his family. She
could feel the ground beneath his feet, smell the spring air, and
taste the clover. She could hear the wind blowing through the
grass. Every sensation she experienced was a memory, a memory they
both shared. It was deeper than the connection she made with
Vesper, so deep she found it hard to tell her life from the
rabbits.

It was the rabbit who shot Master West in the ass
with a crossbow as she was running through the field in search of
clover. It was the rabbit who took the entry examination when she
was snuggled up with her brothers and sisters in a dark, warm hole.
It was the rabbit who broke the feed grain lever in the old barn
while she was running from a fox that got too close. It was the
rabbit who was told he was useless, by her father, she was lying in
the sun, beside her mate. As much as she loved the idea of escaping
her life, she also felt this was not the way to do it, this was
wrong.

“That’s it Kile, you have control, now command the
rabbit,” she heard Morgan whisper in all four of her ears.

She could feel black tendrils, like sticky molasses
reaching out between her and the rabbit.

“What do I command him to do?” she struggled to
ask.

There was a momentary pause before Morgan
answered.

“I don’t know, I didn’t think that far ahead, I
wasn’t even sure you could do it. Why don’t you try something
unusual… make it dance.”

Dance, she thought, that would be unusual since she
didn’t even know how to dance. She sent the command and the black
tendrils got thicker and the rabbit slowly got up on his hind legs
and began to dance, and it made her sick. She tried to break the
connection, but the more she did, the faster the rabbit danced. He
moved quickly around the cage on his hind legs until he and the
cage came crashing to the ground. His quick and unnatural movements
rocked the cage off the edge of the table and now it lay broken
upon the floor. The rabbit, seizing his opportunity, made his
escape and probably could have, if it wasn’t for the thick black
strands of molasses that connected him to Kile.

The rabbit shot out from under the wreckage of the
cage but couldn’t gain traction on the smooth floor of the tower.
It slid from side to side, taking out a candle stand, knocking over
a few boxes of curiosities and scattering a stack of papers under
one of the smaller tables. It wanted to get away, she wanted to get
away.

She could hear Morgan cursing as he chased the
rabbit, but even with no traction it was still faster than the old
mystic.

“Kile you must control it,” Morgan told her.

It was difficult to focus on the rabbit now as his
thoughts were stronger and the one thing on his mind was freedom,
but when she finally did break down the outer defenses of the
rabbit’s will, it felt worse than before. It was the same feeling
she had when she connected with the cat, the night she rescued
Vesper. It was a sickening feeling and the thick, sticky strings of
molasses twisted around both of them this time. She could feel it
merging her mind with the rabbit’s, as he tried to escape the
tower.

“You must command it, you must control it”

You must dominate it. The words were unspoken, but
they were there. They echoed in each black strand that joined them,
command, control, dominate, and behind it all, way down in the
darkness, she could hear laughter.

This wasn’t right, she kept telling herself, this
wasn’t how it was supposed to work.

“You must exert your will, you must learn control,”
she heard Morgan yelling behind her, and the rabbit kept pulling at
the strands and between them they kept getting more and more
tangled until she wasn’t sure where she ended and the rabbit
began.

“Kile stop, Kile what’s wrong?”

Now Morgan’s voice was frantic, more scared, and the
tendrils kept getting more and more tangled, and the distant
laughter got closer. It grew louder and louder until she realized
she was the one who was laughing, she couldn’t bare it any
longer.

“STOP!”

And it did, Morgan stopped, the stands of molasses
stopped, the laughter stopped, and worse of all, the rabbit
stopped.

Her head was pounding as she fell to her knees. She
watched as the mystic approached the rabbit that now lay motionless
on the floor. He bent down and scooped it up in his hands, its head
lolled to one side and Kile knew, without even looking at it, he
was dead.

“Pity,” was all Morgan said as he set the body of
the rabbit on the table, but he still didn’t understand, he
couldn’t understand. She talked to it, she heard it, she felt it
and she killed it. All the while, she laughed about it.

Kile slowly got to her feet and it felt as if her
stomach had dropped, she wasn’t sure if her legs would even hold
her as she moved to the table and placed her hand upon the rabbit’s
side. There was no motion, no feeling, and no warmth. She ran her
hand down the softness of his fur, willing him to wake, praying he
would, but knowing it was beyond anything she could do. Tears
gently rolled down her cheek.

“I suppose next time we should pick something a
little bit more… durable,” Morgan said as he jotted down a few more
notes in that elusive book. She turned and looked at him. At that
moment, she hated him, but not as much as she hated herself.

“No,” She whispered and gently wrapped the rabbit in
an old cloth that was lying by the table.

“No? Come now it was just a failed experiment, we
learn from our mistakes…”

“No, I won’t do that again, never again.”

“You’re being unreasonable. It was just a
rabbit…”

“I SAID NO!” She shouted. The old mystic must have
seen something in her eyes, something in her face. He stumbled
backwards, bracing himself against the table. She held the rabbit
to her chest and ran out of the tower.

“Kile, wait,” she heard Morgan call, but she wasn’t
going to listen to him again.

 


She wasn’t sure where she was going, where she was
taking the rabbit, or even what she was going to do when she got
there. All she knew was she needed to run, because that’s what he
wanted to do, the only thing he wanted to do, was run.

She needed to escape, not from Morgan, but from
herself. She had to escape from the darkness and from that
laughter, she heard in the darkness. She stopped when she reached
the far north wall of the compound and there was no place else to
run. There, under the shade of a young oak tree she fell to her
knees, holding the rabbit close to her chest, she wept. She talked
to him, and the rabbit talked back. It was scared and she told him
it would be alright, and now he was gone and it was her fault.

She laid the body gently upon the grass, in the
clover. She didn’t have anything to dig with, only her hands. It
seemed fitting, as she clawed at the dirt with her fingers. She was
becoming an animal she might as well act like one.

Several minutes passed before she heard the soft
rustle of feathers. She didn’t look up as Kaza landed on a low
branch above her. If Kaza found her, Morgan wouldn’t be far behind.
She continued to dig.

-Kile… are you all right, Kile?-

“I killed him, Kaza,” she told the crow. “I told him
everything would be okay, and then I killed him.”

-You didn’t mean to, Kile, you know that, it was an
accident.-

“Does it really make that much of a difference? I
can’t tell him that, not anymore,” she said calmly, surprisingly
more calm than she felt.

Kaza landed on the ground beside her and began to
scratch at the dirt. He wasn’t making much headway, but the
sentiment was there and she was grateful for it.

“Kile,” Morgan called. He finally found her. He was
out of shape and out of breath as he stood behind her.

“Kile, I’m sorry… I didn’t think.”

“I’m not doing that again, never.”

“No, I would never make you,” Morgan replied.

She didn’t hear any real sentiment in his voice, but
it could be because he wasn’t used to showing any. He set Vesper on
the ground beside her. The yarrow said nothing, he never had to.
She knew what he was thinking. She scared him as much as she scared
herself, but he would always be there for her. He got between her
hands and helped her dig.

Morgan got down on the ground beside her, and with
old hands which never seen hard labor, began to claw at the dirt.
He could have used his arts, he could have opened up the entire
hillside with a simple word, but instead he knelt beside her and
dug with his bare hands, and for that, she wanted to thank him, but
she couldn’t stop crying.

 


Kile slipped silently from her window sill onto the
grass and looked out into the darkness of the compound. She stayed
close to the walls so as not to alert the guards at the gate. Not
that they were aware of what was happening inside the compound,
their attention was focused outside the walls of the Academy. She
wasn’t exactly sure what the policy was for being outside the dorms
after lights out. It might even be allowed and she was going
through this skullduggery for nothing.

When she was out of sight of the guards on the wall
she was able to walk more freely. On most nights, she would just
wander aimlessly in the dark, moving from one location to another
on little more than a whim. Tonight, she had a destination. The
thought of the little white rabbit haunted her through supper and
she needed to see the small grave one more time. She realized, to
anyone else, anyone normal that is, her reaction to the situation
would appear to be over the top. She knew Morgan didn’t really
understand, although he did help her dig the grave. He did it more
because he felt bad for her, not for the rabbit. To him, as well as
anyone else, it was just a rabbit. Rabbits die. They die every day.
They get eaten, poisoned, run over by runaway carriages, the life
of a rabbit it fraught with danger. People have seen dead rabbits
lying in the road, or hanging in the butchers shop, and although
they might think, oh what a shame and feel sorry for it, it lasts
only until they turned the corner and can no longer see it. What if
it had been a man lying in the road or hanging in the butchers
shop? Okay, that is a little gruesome, but the vision would stick
with the person long after they turned the corner. Is it because
they feel on the same level as the man? They could have known him,
they could have talked to him, they could have liked him or
disliked him, whereas the rabbit was just another dumb animal, and
yet she spoke with the rabbit. She may not have carried on a
conversation with it, but she knew him. She had seen where he
lived, where he ate, who the members of his den were. She got to
know the rabbit, and in the brief time they shared, she liked him,
and then she killed him. It was like meeting someone in the street
for the first time, striking up a conversation with them and
learning about all their likes and their dislikes, where they
lived, what they did, talking about their family, and when the
conversation ended, beat them over the head with a large club. Oh,
it was just an accident.

She must have been distracted, because she almost
stumbled over Gorum who was sitting in her path.

-Fine thief you would make.-

The low guttural voice echoed in her head.

“Sorry, Gorum,” she told the dog. “I guess I was
preoccupied.”

-I’ll say.-

Hunar added, coming up behind her.

-Been following. Never noticed.-

-You seemed troubled.-

Gorum said as he walked alongside her, Hunar
followed, keeping her distance. She was not as sociable as Gorum or
it could have been some kind of pack thing, Kile never really
understood the social structures of a dog’s life.

“I killed a rabbit today,” she told Gorum.

-Way to go, how did it taste?-

Hunar asked from behind.

“I didn’t eat it,” she replied. “I buried it.”

-For later?-

Hunar asked.

-For Respect.-

Gorum answered for her, but was it the right answer.
Did she do it for respect or to ease her own guilt?

-Seems a waste.-

Hunar mumbled to herself.

-Why does it trouble you so?-

Gorum asked.

“It shouldn’t have happened, I couldn’t control
myself.”

-Did you do it because you wanted to?-

“No, of course not.”

-Because you had to?-

-Yeah, right, like the rabbit tried to attack her,
dangerous creatures those things.-

Hunar laughed.

Gorum turned suddenly with a loud bark. It didn’t
carry words, but Kile could hear the meaning. Mind your place.
Hunar backed down.

-If it wasn’t because you wanted to, and it wasn’t
because you had to, then why did you kill it?-

“We were doing an experiment, and I told it to stop,
and… it did.”

-It wasn’t your intention to kill it.-

“But that’s not the point. It was because of me he
died.”

-Did you know, what you were doing, would kill
it?-

“No, I didn’t think it would,” she replied, although
she wasn’t entirely sure. She had a bad feeling about the entire
experiment, but she went along with it anyway. She could have
stopped it before it started, but truth be told, she wanted to know
as much about the Maligar as Morgan did.

-Then that is just the end of it.-

Kile stopped and shook her head. She would have
thought Gorum would have understood.

“His death was pointless, it made no sense.”

-Sense has very little to do with death.-

Gorum replied. Turning around, he sat in front of
her.

-You place a lot of importance on yourself, pup. You
feel you can manipulate life and death, but you have no control
over the cycle. The cycle is life, death and life again, just like
the seasons. Winter gives way to spring, spring to summer, summer
to fall. Without winter we can not have spring, without death, we
cannot have life. The cycle of the rabbit ended, whether it was
sooner than nature had intended, you do not know that. Nature may
have marked the cycle of that creature to end when it did, whether
you had a hand in it or not. Now his body will return to the
ground, and the cycle will continue, with his death, there will be
life and he will live on in that new life.-

“When you put it that way, it seems so simple.”

-The cycle of life is simple. It is the vir who
place burdens within their paths. It is the vir who make living the
cycle complicated. Why do you suffer these burdens? When your cycle
is near its end, as mine is, you will see the burdens you suffer
are meaningless. If anything, you should rejoice you were part of
the rabbit's life, if only for a little while, and if you did have
a hand in ending its cycle, then you were only doing as nature
intended.-

It was like being lectured to by one of the
instructors. Only this lecture was shorter and more meaningful.
Although, she still felt guilty over the death of the rabbit,
Gorum’s explanation of the simplicity of life did ease the pain a
bit.

-So pup, show us this resting site of your rabbit
friend so that we may respect it as well.-

She led them up to the north wall, where a patch of
freshly turned dirt and a small stone rabbit, created by Morgan
from a simple rock, marked the location. Both Gorum and Hunar
sniffed around the perimeter of the grounds before paying their
respects.

-I still say it’s a waste.-

She heard Hunar mumble.

 


Kile threw the stick as far as she could and Hunar
tore after it. She never understood the fascination dogs have with
the game of fetch. She tried asking Hunar, but all the dog would
tell her was, it was fun, and thrown the damn stick. Gorum was less
enthusiastic about fetch, but then the male mastiff was quite a bit
older than his female counterpart. She didn’t know how old Gorum
was and never really gave it much thought, until he spoke about the
cycle of life and his coming to an end. She was always led to
believe animals were ignorant about their mortality, but it turned
out that are just more accepting of it. She sat beside Gorum,
stroking the dog, waiting for Hunar to return with the stick. Hunar
had a habit of getting sidetracked easily by a stray sound or a new
smell, so it usually took her some time before she returned.

“Did you see any of the Gathering?” she asked
Gorum.

-I was present.-

“You were? What did they talk about? What was it
like?”

-More things for the vir to worry about, more
burdens for them to place upon their path. If they did not have
enough burdens they would look for them, and then complain when
they found them.-

“What burdens have they found?”

-The burdens of the vir matter little to me these
days.-

Gorum replied and turned his head so she could
scratch his other ear.

-They spoke mostly of war in the western lands, from
there I do no know, nor did I care to listen. Ask of Hunar, she
appeared more interested in the vir’s business.-

-Don’t listen to him.-

Hunar said, dropping the stick beside Kile’s
leg.

-He was just as interested, He’s just too old and
could no longer stay awake to hear it all.-

-There is truth in that too.-

Gorum laughed, and he rolled over on his side so
Kile could scratch his belly.

“What was that about a war?” she asked Hunar.

-They didn’t call it a war; they called it…
something else-

-A conflict.-

Gorum replied.

“With who?” Kile asked.

-The uhyre, they’ve crossed the western border and
conducted raids on the vir dens, and then they retreat over the
border where the vir can not reach them.-

It was not a very good time to be in the west, but
that’s where Tree was now, in a small unknown border town by the
name of Grover’s Den. In two more years, when she graduated, would
they send her to someplace like that, some place out of sight and
out of mind, someplace on the border facing the threat of an uhyre
invasion? And what of the uhyre, were they really the valrik and
gulrik of legend, like the ones she faced in battle at the Mystic
Tower. The thought of those creatures being real and really out
there was unsettling at best.

“Gorum! Hunar!”

-Master’s voice.-

Hunar replied as her ears shot up.

Master would mean Oblum and Kile didn’t really want
Sir Oblum finding her out of bed after lights out, and not with his
precious dogs. She scrambled to her feet, waking Gorum.

-What is it?-

-Master calls.-

Hunar replied.

“Gorum! Hunar!”

The silhouette of a large man topped the hill and
Kile slipped off to the darker places of the night, hiding within
the shadows of the stable walls.

“Is someone there?” Oblum called out as he started
down the hill. “Show yourself.”

Gorum and Hunar both ran towards their master as he
crouched down to greet them. He was scratching their heads, but
still looking in Kile’s direction. Oblum was a Hunter. What was his
Edge? Could he see her? She could see him clearly enough. It wasn’t
that dark, and yet he wasn’t even looking at her, he appeared to be
looking past her. When he had made up his mind there was nobody
else out this time of night, he turned back up the hill.

“Come on guys, let’s get your supper,” he said.
Gorum and Hunar followed.
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“Hey, Kile girl, you awake in there?”

Kile was lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling,
dreading another summer day at the Academy. She quickly sat up when
she heard the call from outside her window. There was only one
person who thought they could get away with calling her Kile girl,
and if he kept it up any longer, he would regret it. She quickly
rolled out of bed and ran to the window. Throwing open the shutters
she looked down at a small boy who was grinning up at her.

“What are you doing here?” she asked. “You aren’t
supposed to be back until next week.”

“Yeah, well, we got bored without you,” Alex
replied.

It was probably not all together true, but it felt
nice to hear.

“You’re all back?”

“I don’t know what you mean by all, but Daniel and
Carter are with me, they’re reporting in right now.”

Closing the shutters she quickly pulled on her
slacks and tunic. It wouldn’t do for her to go running out to meet
the guys in nothing but her underclothes.

“Come on Vesper, let’s go find the boys,” she said,
fastening the belt pouch around her waist. Vespers waited until she
sat down to pull on her boots before he climbed in.

-Healer back?-

He asked eagerly.

“Yeah, Daniels back.”

There were more cadets in the dorms today than
yesterday. They must have come back really early, while she was
still asleep. She walked past open doors as boys, returning from
their summer, were starting to put away their belongings. They
didn’t pay her much mind as she passed and she didn’t really care
if they did. The sun was already high in the eastern sky and it was
probably nearly noon. There was quite a bit of commotion as more
carriages were arriving. It marked the end of a long, drawn out,
summer.

She saw the tall, awkward blond haired boy stepping
out of the main office and could have sworn Daniel grew another
couple of inches. His head seemed to tower above the other boys who
were pushing past him to report in. He spotted Kile right away and
a crooked grin stretched a crossed his face.

“There you are,” he called out, stepping from the
crowd. He looked so different in his civilian clothes, he looked
almost normal. Carter followed close behind him and where Daniel
had grown up, Carter had grown out. He appeared a lot broader than
he had before he left.

“Why are you back so soon?” Kile asked as she ran up
to greet them. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

“There was a caravan passing through Procton,
heading in this direction. So, we figured, we’d cut our summer
short,” Daniel replied.

“Actually, Carter wanted to come back early,” Alex
added. “He missed his sparring matches with you.”

“I said no such thing,” Carter snapped, turning a
deep shade of red.

Daniel picked up a sack which was outside the office
door and slung it over his shoulder, then picked up another one and
dragged it behind.

“What’s all this?” Kile asked. When he left, he only
had the one small bag he took with him.

“Mother thought I needed a few more things for the
next two years,” he replied with a shy grin.

Kile looked around at the other boys taking their
luggage to their cells and realized there was quite a bit more
going in than what came out. It would appear more mothers thought
the same way as Daniel’s. It made sense. Nobody knew who was going
to be accepted into the Academy last year, until they actually made
it in. Now that they knew they had two more years to go, cadets
were bringing more stuff from home to make those years a little
easier.

She followed Daniel back to his cell and watched him
unpack.

“So, how was Procton? Change much in a year’s time?”
she asked him, taking the seat by the door. It was the first time
she actually sat in Daniel’s room, usually he was visiting her.

“Not really,” Daniel replied. “I did go see Quigley.
He’s already got himself another assistant. I figured he would, so
he didn’t really need my help, although I did show him a few of the
things I learned here. Mostly I helped my folks out the best I
could and hung out with Alex. We did get in a little fishing.
Carter joined us a few times, that was, when he wasn’t helping is
father at the forge. All in all, it was pretty boring.”

“What did you expect? You were only gone a
year.”

“Yeah… I know, but it was… kind of weird too,”
Daniel added, turning to face her.

“What do you mean?”

“I… just didn’t feel like I belonged there anymore.
I guess in many ways I don’t. If I survive my time here at the
Academy, the Guild will send me to… who knows where, and that’s
where I’ll be stationed, that will be my new home. Procton… will
just be another town.”

“I doubt that. Procton will always be the place you
grew up, it’s the place where your parents are, the place where
your friends are, it will always be your home.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Daniel said, pulling more clothes
out of his pack. “Do you still think of Riverport as your
home?”

“Yeah, of course,” she lied. She never thought of
Riverport as her home when she was living there, why would she
start thinking of it as her home now?

“Oh, I have something for you.” Daniel said,
grabbing his second pack and tossing it on the bed. He pulled it
open and, rummaging inside for a few minutes, pulled out a small
wrapped parcel. He handed it to Kile.

“What’s this?” She asked. Was this another custom
she was unfamiliar with, like Winter’s Feast?

“It’s a sweater, for the cold nights. Mom made
it.”

“For me?”

She never met Daniel’s mother. Why would the woman
spend so much time on her?

“I… kind of mentioned you to her when I got
home.”

“Mentioned?” Alex laughed from the doorway, Kile
quickly spun around on her chair. She hadn’t noticed the small boy
standing there. He was getting very good at sneaking up on
people.

“He didn’t stop talking about you the whole time.”
Alex laughed.

Kile looked from Alex to Daniel as the taller boy
slammed the door.

“It wasn’t like that,” he said, a little red faced
as he went back to unpacking, keeping his back to her so she
couldn’t see him. “It’s just that mom was really interested in the
only female cadet at the Academy. She also said if you didn’t want
to go all the way back to Riverport during our next leave, you’re
more than welcome in Procton.”

Kile held the parcel close to her chest and suddenly
missed her own mother. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go back to
Riverport. She couldn’t go back to Riverport. Her father made that
quite clear. She was no longer welcome back home. It’s quite
possible she didn’t have a home to go back to.

-Kile Okay?-

“Yeah, I’m okay,” she lied again, but unlike lying
to Daniel, Vesper knew her mind. The yarrow poked his head out of
the pouch and looked up at her.

“Sort of okay,” she corrected herself.

“I’m sorry,” Daniel said, turning around.

“I was talking to Vesper,” Kile replied casually.
She looked at Daniel’s face and realized, no matter how many times
he saw her do it, he still couldn’t believe, or understand she
could communicate with the yarrow. She had a hard time believing it
herself, most days.

“So, what did you get up to while we were gone?”
Daniel asked.

Walking the compound in the dead of night, carrying
on conversations with the guard dogs, and killing rabbits, for no
reason.

“I got a bit of reading done,” she replied.

Kile opened the parcel and pulled out a soft, green,
sweater. It was beautifully made and it was close to her size, a
little too close to her size. She got up and looked at herself in
the mirror. It was almost made to fit.

“How did your mother know what size I was?” she
asked a rather nervous looking Daniel.

“Oh… you know. She...guessed.”

“She guessed?” Kile repeated as she neatly folded
the sweater, still staring at the back of Daniel’s head.

“Well… she might have gotten… a little help.”

“From whom?” she asked calmly, as if she didn’t
already know.

“Alex… kind of…”

“I’ll kill him.” She replied. “I warned him, now
I’ll kill him.”

“She wanted to see what you looked like that’s all,
and… well… Alex created you once…”

“Alex had nothing to do with creating me,” she
corrected him.

“Sorry. He created an illusion of you once.”

“Better,” she replied. “It’s just a little… creepy,
if you know what I mean.”

Daniel laughed, “Yeah, especially with Alex doing
it.”

Somehow, she didn’t want to know the meaning of that
laughter.

“His illusions, you can’t… touch them… can you?” She
asked. That would have really creeped her out.

“Not that I’m aware of,” he replied.

Not a very reassuring answer.

“I heard the new cadets should be arriving next
week. It’s going to be odd watching from the other side of the
fence,” Daniel said, trying to change the subject.

“It’s hard to believe we made it through one year,”
Kile replied. “I wonder if there will be any girls in this year’s
group.”

Kile wasn’t sure if she wanted another girl at the
Academy. It wasn’t that she wanted to be the only one, it was
because she knew what it was to be the only one, and she would hate
to think of someone else having to go through what she had gone
through, or what she was still going through. On the other hand, if
two girls passed the entry examination, that wouldn’t be as bad, of
course Boraro would have a fit. Who knows, he might even go as far
as quitting, and that would be just fine by her.

“I doubt it,” Daniel replied, breaking into her
little fantasy. It took her a moment to remember what he
doubted.

“How do you know?”

“Think about it. All the cadets knew about you when
you arrived last year. I’m sure if there was a girl in the next
group coming up, we would have known already.”

“Maybe last year’s senior class was better at
gathering information than this year’s senior class.”

“Maybe, but I doubt it,” Daniel said, tossing the
empty pack into the corner of his room. He started on the next.
“But it looks as if they’re going to need as many Hunters as they
can get.”

“What do you mean?”

He quickly looked around the room, as if they
wouldn’t notice someone standing in the corner listening. When he
was sure they were alone he sat on the end of his bed and leaned
towards her.

“Well, for starters, Carter told me, that his father
told him, there was an accident at the Blackmoore prison last year,
and that some of the inmates may have gotten free. That’s why the
Hunters had the Gathering this year, to discuss the so called
accident, but if you ask me, I think it has more to do with the
pirates.”

“Pirates?” Kile replied. It seamed a little
fanciful, but it wasn’t that far fetched. Even in Riverport, they
heard stories of pirates on the southern seas. Of course they were
just stories and no one, to her knowledge, which was limited in
this matter, had seen a pirate in over a decade.

“My father was telling me there was some trouble on
the southern coastline. A few cargo ships have gone missing. Some
are saying there’s a serpent in the Sun Color Sea, but he thinks it
might be pirates. From what he says, three cargo ships have gone
missing since the spring thaw. Two were coming from the southern
continents, and one going. That’s why I think the Hunters were
gathering.” Daniel said.

“Not quite.” Kile replied. “From what I’ve heard,
the topics of conversation was the uhyre raids on the western
borders.” Of course she wasn’t going to say where she got her
information from.

“Uhyre raids… what are the uhyre?”

“The valrik? The gulrik? You know the little, ugly,
gray guys with the large swords.”

“Come on Kile, the valrik were wiped out long ago.
What little still exist, wouldn’t amount to much.”

“Well, I guess nobody told them that, because
they’ve already attacked a few of the border towns. I wonder if the
events are related in any way.”

“What? You think the valrik, the disappearing cargo
ships and the accident at the Blackmore prison are all connected?
That’s a bit of a stretch, even for you.”

Maybe, Kile thought, but it was rather
suspicious.

 


Daniel’s information proved to be less than
accurate, but then it wouldn’t have been the first time. The
caravans with the new recruits were scheduled to arrive tomorrow
evening as opposed to next week. That morning all the cadets were
required to pick up their new uniforms from the Quartermaster, and
turn in their old ones. They moved from the dull brown tunic and
pants to those of a dull green. It wasn’t much of a change, but it
was one step closer to becoming a Hunter.

Returning from the Quartermaster with her new
uniforms, Kile noticed Kaza sitting on her window sill, tapping on
her shutters, trying to get her attention. Since she wasn’t in her
room, his enthusiastic tapping was getting him nowhere. She wasn’t
sure if she wanted to acknowledge the bird or not. She hadn’t seen
Morgan or Kaza since that day with the rabbit, and although she
never blamed Kaza for what happened, she wasn’t too sure about
Morgan.

“Looks like you’ve got a visitor,” Alex laughed,
pointing at the crow.

“Probably after some bugs or something,” Carter
remarked.

She wasn’t sure if she liked the implication she had
bugs on her window sill, but it was better than trying to explain
that the crow came to talk to her.

“So, who’s up for some sparing this afternoon?”
Carter asked. “I borrowed some blanks from my father’s shop.”

“Blanks?” Kile inquired.

“Yeah, not quite swords, not quite large hunks of
metal,” Carter laughed. “You have to pour a blank before you can
make a sword, at least for the cheaper ones.”

“So what good are they to us?” Daniel asked.

“Oh, no, my father worked them up a bit, even put
hilts on them. The quality of the metal sucks, but they're good
enough for banging around. They may not have the precise balance of
a good sword, but they have the weight, and that’s what’s
important.”

“You better go on without me,” Kile replied.

“Come on, Kile girl, you need all the help you can
get,” Alex teased.

“You could use a little more practice with the sword
before we return to the real thing,” Carter agreed.

“Maybe later this afternoon, right now I think I
have an appointment with Morgan.”

“Since when?” Daniel asked.

“Since right about now,” She replied.

Kaza, who was fed up with knocking his head against
the shutters, turned around and noticed her walking towards the
dorms.

“How do you know?” Alex asked.

“A little bird is about to tell me,” She replied.
“I’ll meet up with you guys later.”

“If you don’t mind the company, I wouldn’t mind
seeing Morgan again, I did have something I wanted to ask him,”
Daniel said.

“Not me,” Alex replied. “That dude scares me, he’s
always yelling at me every time I try to make an illusion. It’s
hard to concentrate.”

“Good, then I’ll just beat up on Al for a while
until you guys get through with your mystic meeting,” Carter said,
grabbing Alex by the back of the neck and pushing him towards the
stables.

 


Kile took her time changing into her new uniform
before opening the shutters to let a rather irate crow into her
room. Kaza hopped onto the bed, and then flew up to the
dresser.

-What took you so long, girl?-

He asked, ruffling his feathers.

“I had to change,” She replied calmly and folded up
her old tunic.

She would have to return her old uniforms to the
Quartermaster later today. What he did with them, she didn’t want
to know, and she didn’t want to even think about the number of
Hunters who wore the uniform she was wearing right now. The pants
were a bit loose and the tunic was a bit snug. It was a mix matched
set since they didn’t have her size in stock. Alex probably got the
worst of it, with his stature, nothing they had really fit. The
Quartermaster did say they ordered some new uniforms, but the way
this place was run, they would arrive some time within the next
decade, long after they graduated.

-Morgan wants to see you.-

“I’m not sure if I want to see him,” she replied,
and went into the lavatory to brush her hair.

-You’re not still blaming him for… you know.-

“I don’t know, Kaza. I still don’t think he really
understands,” she replied.

- Probably not, but then most vir wouldn’t. You have
to realize you see things from a completely different view than
everyone else. You have to understand they don’t see the world as
you see it now. Did you see the world as you see it now?-

A timely knock at the door prevented her from having
to ponder his questions. She already knew who it was before she
opened it.

“I’ll be right with you,” she told Daniel, who
stepped into the room.

He looked rather fetching in his new uniform, but
then his uniform fit, where as she looked as if she fell out of a
laundry cart.

“Tell him I’ll be there,” she told the crow.

-Considering he doesn’t understand a word I say,
that will be very difficult to do.-

“Then sit on his head until he gets the message.
What’s he want me to do anyway? Has he found something else he
wants to torture me with?”

-Actually, he doesn’t want you to do anything. He
wants you to meet someone.-

Kaza replied as he hopped onto the window sill and
took to the air.

“You were actually talking to that crow… weren’t
you?” Dandle asked her.

“It’s more like, being talked at, but yeah, that was
Kaza,” Kile replied, grabbing her brother’s old floppy wide brimmed
hat from the back of the chair. It completed the mixed match
ensemble. She grabbed the belt with the tattered old pouch from the
end of her bed.

“You coming, Vesper?” She asked, not that she really
had to. The yarrow had already jumped into the pouch before she
even had a chance to fasten it around her waist. Daniel watched it
all with quiet amusement.

“I have to say, for someone who swore to me a year
ago, they had no mystic arts, you definitely have something.”

She looked down at Vesper, who was staring up at her
from under the flap of the pouch.

“I have interesting friends,” she replied.

“That’s an understatement,” Daniel laughed and
stepped out into the hall.

Closing the door behind them, they left the dorms
and crossed the compound, together. In three days time, classes
would begin again. The only difference was, this time, they
wouldn’t be first years. They would also be able to choose what
chores they wanted to do, and the class structure wasn’t nearly as
strict, but the work load was harder. Kile was sure Master Boraro
was already looking for new and inventive ways to inflict pain.

“So, what’s it like?” Daniel asked.

She looked at him for a moment, unsure of what he
was asking.

“You know, what you do,” Daniel said, looking around
the compound to make sure that no one could hear them.

“What do I do?” She asked.

“You know,” he said, then bent down closer to her
and whispered. “Talking with animals.”

“Oh… I don’t know.”

“Come on. Last year you asked me what it was like to
use my mystic arts, is it anything like that.”

“Not really,” she replied, although she couldn’t
remember what he told her last year. “It’s kind of just like…
talking to you.”

“You mean animals can communicate with… words?”

“Some can, although most of it is a combination of
feelings and pictures. Sometimes it’s not so much, what they say as
how they say it, or how if feels when they say it. It’s kind of
difficult to explain.”

“It’s just really weird,” Daniel said, and then
quickly backtracked. “I don’t mean weird as in you’re weird, I mean
it’s just really…”

“Weird, yeah, I know.”

“No, I mean weird as in how it works, how the
animals take to you and… well… really how you take to the animals.
It’s like… when we brought Charles into the stables, and you came
out with Oblum’s two mastiffs on either side of you. When I saw
those two dogs the first day we were here, standing with Oblum,
they made me nervous. They were intimidating, but when I saw them
standing with you, for a moment I was terrified, not so much of the
dogs… but of you.”

“Me?”

“Well... Yeah, it's hard to explain, but when you
came out with those two dogs, it was like there were three dogs
there… wait, that didn’t really come out right.”

“No, it didn’t. I’ll give you a little time to think
about that,” she replied. The idea of being referred to as a dog
was not helping her ego much, and dressed the way she was, she was
having one of those low self-esteem days.

“What I meant to say is, you took on, dog like
qualities.”

“How about this, we quit while we’re ahead,” she
told him as she reached Morgan’s door. She knocked three times, and
then walked in. She had learned, long ago, if you wait for Morgan
to answer you’d be standing on his stoop for a long time.

The room was rather comfortable, cool and dimly lit,
as it had been throughout the summer. She could hear Morgan
speaking to someone or more like at someone, and he didn’t sound
like he was in a very good mood. Why she would want to see him when
he was like this was beyond her. There was the sound of fluttering
and then someone laughing. Kile looked at Daniel, who just
shrugged. She walked around the bookshelf and looked into the main
room, there, sitting on the overstuffed wing backed chair, was a
woman she had never seen before. It was difficult to tell whether
she was old or young, there appeared to be no age to her at all,
something which was common with mystics. She was dressed in the
same yellow robes as Morgan, but she had flowing sliver, white hair
and bright, pale blue eyes. Her face was very delicate except for a
rather angular nose, although it didn’t distract from her beauty.
She was sipping a cup of tea, or was trying to, between fits of
soft laughter. Morgan, on the other hand, was not as amused. Each
time he tried to talk, Kaza would land on his head. He would
angrily wave the bird off and it would retreat to the safety of the
bookshelf, out of reach of the mystics flailing arms, only to fly
down and sit on his head again when the mystic calmed down. He
turned when he heard Kile enter the room.

“I suppose you put him up to this,” he said with the
crow still perched upon his bald head.

“I think he got the message, Kaza,” Kile replied,
trying not to laugh. The crow left Morgan’s head and came to land
upon Kile’s shoulder.

“Thank you,” Morgan replied, straightening out his
yellow robes and brushing back what little hair he had.

“You must be Kile,” the woman said with a gentle
smile. When she turned in her chair, Kile noticed a small white
bird, with a yellow and blue crest, sitting on her shoulder. Did
all mystics own birds?

“Yes, ma’am,” Kile said, looking from the woman to
the bird.

“Kile, this is Vanessa, one of my colleagues at the
tower and the scholar for the new first years. Vanessa, this is the
young cadets I was telling you about.”

“The one who supposedly speaks with animals,”
Vanessa finished for him.

First off, Kile didn’t like the fact Morgan was
telling anyone what she was able to do. She was under the
impression the Hunter’s Edge was a secret known only by the Hunter
and the scholar who taught her. Secondly, she didn’t really
appreciate the condescending tone in the woman’s voice. The one who
supposedly speaks with animals, it was a not so subtle way of
accusing her of lying.

-It is true though, isn’t it?-

Kile looked at the small white bird who was sitting
on the woman’s shoulder, and the bird was looking at her. It was a
soft spoken, almost melodic, voice, much more gentle than Kaza’s,
and it carried with it a feeling of calm. She should have realized
the bird would be able to speak more fluently than most of the
wilder breeds, since she, like Kaza, hung around mystics for so
long.

“It’s true,” Kile replied.

“It's not that I’m doubting your claim or anything,
child. I have been searching for a means of communicating with
animals for the last twenty years, and so far, those who claimed
they could… couldn’t,” Vanessa said, mostly directing her
explanation towards Morgan.

-But you can, I can tell. I’ve tried to speak with
vir before, but none has ever understood me. You are
different.-

“What do you mean, different? How?”

-Different than most vir. I have always understood
that communication with the natural world was possible, but only by
the Alva. I have never heard of a vir being able to speak with us,
but you possess a different light.-

“A different light?”

-All living things give off light, to those who can
see it. The vir’s light tends to be dark. They are closed off from
the natural world. Whether this is by choice, I do not know, but
your light is different, yours is brighter.-

Kile suddenly realized everyone in the room stopped
talking. They were watching and listening to her. Since nobody
could hear what the small, white, bird was saying, it appeared Kile
was talking to herself. She never liked being the center of
attention.

She caught the look on Vanessa’s face and wasn’t
sure if it was skepticism or intrigue.

“So, are you communicating with my bird right now?”
Vanessa asked. “I mean, most of the people I’ve tested who claimed
they could communicate with the natural world, had to work
themselves into a trance first. You appear to be carrying on a
simple conversation.”

“I assure you, Vanessa, she is different,” Morgan
replied.

“So you claim, but there is still the matter of
proof.”

-Don’t mind her. She’s been studying the natural
world for many years now, and has yet to find someone like you. She
has grown a little cynical.-

The small white bird told Kile.

-Say Vinaldie-

“I have documented her achievements, what more proof
are you looking for?” Morgan asked.

“No offense, Morgan, but your studies have never
been in the natural world. You wouldn’t understand. Tricks can be
played on even the brightest of minds,” Vanessa replied. “But there
are ways to disprove such claims.”

“Vinaldie?”

Vanessa suddenly turned and looked at Kile. “What
did you just say?”

“Vinaldie. It’s something you’ve told Seki, which
she’s been trying to tell others. The idea, I guess, is if someone
could truly speak with your bird, they would know the word.”

“How did you know that?” Vanessa asked.

“Seki told me. She also said you’ve tested over two
dozen people and she has not been able to communicate with any of
them on any level, not so much as a stray thought.”

To confirm this, Seki left Vanessa’s shoulder and
circled the room twice before landed on Kile’s shoulder. Kaza, who
was currently occupying Kile’s other shoulder, seemed a bit put out
to be sharing a vir with another bird. Kile was starting to feel
like a tree, with a bird on each shoulder and a yarrow in her
pocket.

“Then it is true?” Vanessa asked, turning completely
around in her chair so she now faced Kile. “You can really speak
with Seki.”

“Not only that,” Morgan replied with a burst of
pride. “She can even perform the Maligar.”

“No, no I can’t,” Kile said, shaking her head, she
would never do that again.

“Can you or can’t you?” Vanessa asked her.

“Sorry… I can’t.”

“We had a bit of a problem during one of the
experiments I’m afraid,” Morgan explained. “She was a little upset.
I was hoping once she got over it, she would…”

“No,” Kile replied. “I won’t.”

“Fair enough,” Morgan said, throwing up his hands in
defeat, but Kile knew the debate was far from over. He would try to
persuade her again.

Vanessa looked between the two of them. “What
exactly happened?” She asked.

“I’d rather not talk about it,” Kile replied.

Morgan was about to say something more, but one look
from Vanessa and he quickly changed his mind.

“Cadet Leary,” He called out when he noticed Daniel
standing in the doorway. “What brings you here?”

“Sorry, sir, I hope I’m not interrupting. I was
hoping I could talk to you about… something,” Daniel replied.

Kile forgot all about Daniel and felt bad ignoring
him, but she wasn’t expected to be dragged into this
conversation.

“No need to apologize,” Morgan said, and as he
crossed the room, he gently directed Daniel towards the door. “We
can discuss it outside.”

“Tact was never one of his strong points,” Vanessa
smiled. “Please, Kile, sit.”

Kile took the overstuffed wing backed chair which
was recently vacated by Morgan. She made sure to shift the pouch
she wore, so as not to sit on Vesper. Kaza was obviously not
comfortable with sitting and quickly flew up to his perch on the
bookshelf. She was sure he only chose the location so he could look
down on everyone else.

“I won’t ask you about the Maligar, I can guess what
happened, but I would like to know more about what you can do,”
Vanessa said, pouring a second cup of tea and handing it to Kile,
who gracefully accepted it.

“I’m not sure what I can tell you,” Kile
replied.

“Then let me tell you something about me first,”
Vanessa said, leaning back in her chair. “I don’t know what, if
anything, Morgan has told you, but I’ve spent my life studying the
natural world, both the flora and the fauna. I’m one of the few
mystics who are influenced by the sphere of wood.”

“He told me no mystics were influenced by the sphere
or wood.”

“Well, there is some truth to that. You see, my
dominant spheres are that of earth and wind, but I have been
touched by the sphere of wood. That connection, to the natural
world, has fueled my curiosity and my studies. About twenty years
ago, I stumbled upon a manuscript written by one of the Alva, and,
with the help of Morgan, I was able to translate it. Within those
pages, there was an account of a young Alverian girl who could
communicate with animals. I spent the next ten years trying to
prove it was possible to connect with the natural world on that
level, and then the next ten years I spent disproving it.”

“You saw so many fakes, you grew cynical.”

“That’s right, so when Morgan told me he found a
young cadet who could communicate with the natural world, I had
mixed feelings. Part of me wanted so badly to come here to prove
you were a fake, I even agreed to instruct a class of cadets just
to get into the Academy.”

“And the other part?”

“The other part hoped you were the real thing.”

“And am I?”

“I can’t very well say you’re a fake when my only
means of proof is sitting on your shoulder,” Vanessa laughed. “I’ve
had Seki every since she was born. Vinaldie was the name I gave her
brother.”

-His cycle ended before it began.-

Seki whispered.

“I’m sorry,” Kile said.

“I’m not even sure what species of bird she is,
where she comes from, what her real name is.”

“I’m afraid, she doesn’t know the answers to those
questions either,” Kile said.

“You’ve asked her?”

“It’s a little hard to explain, but yeah, in a way I
think I did.”

“What did she say? Did she say anything?”

“It’s not so much what she says as what she feels.
From what I understand, most animals don’t recognize species or
breeds, they sort of go by feeling, they don’t… really have any
definitive word that separates them from one another, so… although
I can feel what breed she is, it’s not something that I can put
into words.”

“I see, I guess that makes sense. We, as scholars,
place those labels on them, they wouldn’t know one from another,
what about where she comes from.”

“Well, that’s a little easier, but you’re not going
to like it.”

“Why not?”

“Well… she comes from a room that overlooks the
city, with green curtains on the windows, a single bed in the
corner with a floral bed sheet, a painting of the ocean on the wall
just over a small book shelf.”

Vanessa began to laugh. “My room in the tower,” She
replied. “I should have figured that one. That was where she was
born. Of course she wouldn’t know where she came from. She was only
an egg when I received her. What about her real name? Morgan tells
me, you told him Kaza’s real name.”

-I’ve only known Seki.-

“Seki is her real name. You gave it to her when she
hatched. You’ve been her mother and her friend since then and it’s
the only name she’s known.”

As if to agree with Kile’s answers, Seki flew from
Kile to Vanessa and landed on the mystics shoulder once again.

“Seki,” Vanessa replied, scratching the bird's head.
“But Kaza had another name.”

“Well, yeah, Kaza was owned by another mystic before
he was given to Morgan. He was already named. Seki never had a name
until you gave her one. But, knowing Kaza, he probably chose
another name just to annoy Morgan.”

“It’s as simple as that, but I would advise against
it.” Morgan told Daniel as they entered the room. It was such a
cryptic statement Kile wished she sent Vesper with Daniel when he
left, just to know what he was so eager to talk to the mystic
about.

“I think we should probably get going,” Kile said as
she tried to get out of her chair.

“Kile, I was wondering,” Vanessa said, rising from
her own chair with a little more grace. “Would it be possible for
me to call on you in the future? I feel you would be a great help
with my studies. It would be so much easier for me to view the
animals in their natural habitat and to learn from them rather than
bring them back to my lab and study their behaviors. You could
really save me a lot of time.”

“I would be honored, ma’am… although, I am kind of
training to be a Hunter.”

“Oh, I understand, it’s not like I’m going to steal
you away from the Guild. Besides, I’m stuck here at the Academy for
the next three years anyway. So, for the most part, my research has
been placed on hold, but when I’m finished here, I may need the
services of a Hunter to escort me through the northwest
region.”

“Well that works out,” Daniel replied. “By then you
should be finished with your probationary year.”

“If I survive my probationary year,” Kile
replied.
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“They’re coming,” Daniel cried, stopping at Kile’s
door. She had it open in the hopes of catching a cross breeze from
the window, as the stillness of the summer nights stubbornly
lingered on. She looked up from the book she was trying to read, it
was not the most stimulating piece of literature, but it was the
only thing left on Master Adam’s shelf. She had read the last three
sentences six times now and they still didn’t make any sense.

“What? Who?” She asked at random, trying to come
back to the land of the fully awake.

“The new cadets. Word from the gate is, the caravan
is turning onto the road, they should be here any time now.”

And this interested her… how?

“I should care?” She asked, but Daniel was long
gone.

She pulled herself out of her bed, grabbed her hat
and headed out into the hall with very little enthusiasm. It had to
be better than falling asleep over a dull book on siege tactics.
Vesper was gone for the evening, she didn’t know where, and if he
came back with some of the vision he shared with her in the past,
she didn’t want to know.

The hallway was filled with activity as the cadets
rushed out of their dorms to witness the arrival of the new first
years. Obviously, this was a big thing, although she couldn’t
understand why. It wasn’t like this would be the last time they see
the cadets. They would be seeing them around the compound for the
next two years.

Stepping out into the night air, she saw the fence
line start to fill up as second and third year cadets were
scrambling for a place to view the new arrivals. The torches were
lit all along the road, all the way up to the fenced in area where
two graduating cadets stood by an open gate, waiting to close the
new boys in. She had been on the receiving end of this last year.
It felt kind of empowering to be one of the spectators and not the
spectacle.

Walking across the field to the fence line, she
wondered if Oblum would get the opportunity to give his entire
speech. It was only because Gorum and Hunar refused to listen to
him and sat down in front of Kile that Oblum cut it short the last
time. Even then the dogs knew she was different. They knew before
she did.

She walked over to where Daniel, Alex and Carter had
staked out their claim along the path.

“I wasn’t sure if you were coming,” Daniel said, and
moved to one side to give her a little more room to see.

“I wasn’t, but I figured this beats siege machines
and supply lines,” she replied climbing on the rail. They waited in
silence for what seemed like hours. The road was deserted, and she
was starting to think maybe siege machines were more
interesting.

“Here they come,” one of the cadets yelled. This
sent a ripple of excitement down the fence line. Somehow, it must
have jumped over Kile since she was not at all thrilled and could
barely stifle a yawn.

Within moments, the light from the lanterns of the
lead carriage could be seen. It took a few more minutes before the
carriage actually rolled under the gates of the Academy, followed
closely by another, and then another. There were fifteen carriages,
all bearing the mark of the Hunter’s Guild on the door. The last
one, of course, was the supply wagon, the one Kile arrived in last
year, but it only carried supplies this time. Fourteen carriages,
each holding roughly eight cadets for a grand total of one hundred
and twelve, give or take a cadet, since not all the carriages were
full. Did they take up that many carriages when they arrived at the
Academy last year? She looked down the fence line at second year
cadets, now they wouldn’t even fill half that many.

She was surprised to see the number of second year
cadets who failed to show up after the summer. There was
technically still time, since the last day to sign in was tomorrow,
but she doubted there would be a stampede for the door as the sun
came up. Even the staff was surprised by the number of dropouts.
She would hate to think she was the cause of it. No one would be
that petty. The only other reason she could think of, would be the
looming rumors of war in the west, or the south, depending on whose
looming rumors they were listening to. Unfortunately, the ones she
would have liked to drop out returned. Eric was back along with his
little group of miscreants. Oddly enough, Eric appeared to be
preoccupied and had ignored Kile on two separate occasions, not
that she was complaining.

The carriage doors opened and a group of young,
shell shocked kids fell out. They were only a year younger than she
was, but the age difference seemed so much greater. Had they looked
that wide eyed and naive when they first arrived?

The barbs and the insults were soon flying and it
was clear to Kile they were hitting their marks as the young cadets
grouped tighter together. They moved in mass, up towards the open
field. It must be a boy thing, she figured as she listened to the
remarks being made. She was on the receiving end of those comments
and didn’t like it, why then would she want to be on the giving
end.

It seemed unproductive. The new cadets were scared
enough, especially considering what they went through over the last
week, what with the entry examination and all. She knew she was
scared, seeing all the cadets hanging on the fence yelling
obscenities and mocking them as they walked the narrow path up to
the field. To come into such a hostile territory, it was no wonder
the dropout rate was so high. It was one of the most un-Hunter like
behavior she had witnessed. She was glad to see Daniel refrained
from slinging insults, but the same couldn’t be said of Carter or
Alex who were trying to outdo one another.

Once the new kids were locked safely within the
fenced in area of the list, the second year and third year cadets
began to swarm around them, climbing up on the fence and
surrounding them. The comments still came, references to new blood,
fresh meat, girly boys and the favorite comment about scrapping the
bottom of the barrel.

“Why can’t they just cut them some slack?” Kile
asked, although she wasn’t asking anyone in particular, she was
still answered.

“Tradition.”

She turned to see a blond haired boy leaning over
the fence, looking about as interested in the proceedings as she
was. There was something strangely familiar about him, but she
couldn’t place her finger on it. She was sure she never saw him
before, but she felt she met him once or twice. Why were all these
people she never met before, so familiar to her?

“Tradition isn’t really an excuse,” she replied.
“They put these kids through a lot, only to be torn down and
ridiculed when they succeed, if anything they should be welcoming
the new kids, not tormenting them.”

“Oh, I agree,” the boy replied. “But what can you do
about it?”

“Change it.”

“But it is tradition, they’ve done it every year,
and next year, these kids will be doing it to another group of new
recruits.”

“Just because it’s been done every year, doesn’t
make it right.”

“So, are you going to do something about it?” the
blonde haired boy asked. There was a look on his face that
anticipated her answer. Surely he didn’t want her to run out into
the field and put a stop to it right now.

“If I was anyone but myself, I would. But the last
thing these boys need is for me to stand up and defend them. That
would only make matters worse,” she replied.

“True,” He said with a nod. “But if you had the
power to do it, the authority to make the changes which go against
tradition… would you?”

“Of course I would. Tradition doesn’t make something
right, it just makes it repetitive. If it was wrong back then it’s
still wrong now, no mater how many times you do it.”

“That’s good to know,” the Kid said with a smile.
“I’ll see you around, Kile.”

He pushed himself off the fence and moved into the
thick of the spectators before she could stop him.

Daniel came up behind her. “Who was that?” he
asked.

“I have no idea,” she replied.

“He knew your name.”

She slowly turned and looked at him. “I’m the only
girl in the entire Academy, by now, everyone knows my name.”

At that moment the doors to the main office opened
and there stood Sir Oblum, in all his glory, filling the door frame
quite nicely. As he stepped out, the cadets fell silent and quickly
parted, creating a path for him and his two dogs. Kile could now
see it was Gorum who entered first, followed by Hunar as they
looked menacingly at the new boys. She knew the two dogs enjoyed
this part of the ritual, and she couldn’t help but smile as the
rest of the cadets watched nervously.

They walked to the center of the fenced in area and
took their place, three feet apart, staring at the new recruits.
Oblum entered next, walking across the field with military
precisions, turning he stood between Gorum and Hunar. This part of
the ritual was flawless as it had been last year.

“Line up, three deep,” Master Pike called from the
back of the group. The new cadets fell into unorganized columns.
Only when they settled down did Oblum speak.

“I am Sir Oblum,” he said in his strong, loud voice.
He clasped his hands behind his back as he looked at each one of
the new cadets, watching them cringe under his gaze.

“I am not only a Certified Level One Hunter, but a
knight of the realm, and it is my duty to make sure that you do not
bring disgrace to this institution. You are here because you have
passed the entry examinations and therefore must possess the
qualities to become a Hunter, but by looking at you now, I find
that hard to believe.”

This must be the same speech he gives every year,
Kile thought, but for some reason it just wasn’t as intimidating as
it was when she first heard it. Was it because she wasn’t on the
receiving end, or was it because she had seen this man playing with
his dogs in the early hours of the morning.

“Do not fool yourself into thinking you are already
a Hunter. You may have passed the entry examination, but that does
not make you a Hunter, it only bestows upon you the privilege of
attending this Academy. Survive here, prove yourself to me,
graduate from these halls and then, and only then, may you take the
title of Hunter.

“Look around you, there are only two ways out of
this compound, the western gate and the eastern gate.”

And we conveniently forget about the large gate on
the south wall which you just came through, Kile thought pushing
herself away from the fence. She looked up and down the line and
saw the other cadets hanging on Oblum’s every word. This was the
same speech some of them heard three times already, and they were
still listening intently, that is, all but one. For some reason,
Eric didn’t seem to be very thrilled either, and quietly slipped
away from the group. She wouldn’t have given it much thought, let
him go, it wasn’t like she was going to miss him, but he wasn’t
heading back to the dorms, he was heading up to the Great Hall.

In spite of wanting to stay as far away from Eric as
possible, she felt the need to follow. His behavior of late was
anything but normal, or at least normal from Eric’s point of view.
With all the attention focused on the new recruits, no one saw Kile
leave the field.

Whatever it was he was up to, it wasn’t good. He
kept looking over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t being
followed. Kile stayed some distance behind. It wasn’t difficult to
figure out where he was going as she followed Eric all the way up
to the doors of the Great Hall. He paused for a moment and looked
around to make sure he was still alone before he entered. Waiting
until he was inside, she ran the last stretch across the open
ground. She reached the doors just before they closed and stopped
them from latching. Holding her breath, she slowly pushed them
open. The entry doors to the Great Hall were never locked, only the
individual rooms, but she was sure cadets were not aloud in the
Great Hall after dark.

She watched from the doorway as Eric moved from one
exhibit to the next. He was looking for something, but it didn’t
look as if he knew what it was he was looking for. He had that sort
of dazed look about him, like someone who had so many things to
choose from, but didn’t know which one they wanted. He finally
stopped at the exhibit of Quaineess Nyn, the Hunter who defeated
Gator the Ash Creator. If the stories were true and could be
believed. Pulling out a small metal object from his belt, Eric
began to pry open the display case.

What was so interesting about this Hunter, or more
importantly, what this Hunter had on display? As far as she knew,
there was nothing of real value in the gallery, just keepsakes from
each Hunter’s adventures. She slipped through the door, letting it
close quietly behind her and moved quickly to one side, to get a
better view. She never noticed the simple armor display which stood
beside the door. An old helmet perched on top of a wooden frame
that showed off a battered shield. It was a shame she didn’t see it
before, she wouldn’t have run into it otherwise.

With quick reflexes, which surprised even her, she
snatched the helmet up, just as it was about to hit the ground.
Unfortunately, she never had a chance with the shield. It struck
the floor and echoed through the empty gallery like the ringing of
a gong, announcing her arrival. Cringing as the echoes died down,
she looked over at the exhibit of Quaineess Nyn, but Eric was gone.
Gorum was right. She would make a lousy thief.

Setting the helmet back on its wooden perch she
walked over to the exhibit. The legendary dragon slayer loomed
above her on his painted canvas, but she was more interested in his
keepsakes. The only things he had on display were a few scales,
which supposedly belonged to Gator, as well as a long knife and a
small golden ring. Which item could have possible interested Eric
so much he would risk stealing it?

“I should have figured it was you.”

Kile turned to see Eric step from the shadows to
stand in the middle of the gallery, his right hand lit up in a ball
of flame. Too bad she didn’t smell him this time. She wouldn’t have
been so foolish as to get caught.

“You’ve been a thorn in my side since day one,” he
said, stepping closer.

“Yeah, I’ve heard that a lot,” she replied,
swallowing hard. “So, what’s so important that you would risk being
thrown out of the Academy for stealing?”

“What do I care about this Academy?” he asked. “It’s
nowhere near as good as they made it out to be, not if they let
people like you in.”

“You must care something about it. You tried three
times to get in,” she replied.

She looked to the main entrance, it was a good
distance away and the closed door would hinder her escape. The only
other option was deeper into the Great Hall where she would be able
to get out through the back doors. She could make a run for it, but
her success would depend a lot on Eric’s Edge. He could manipulate
fire, but could he throw it. If he could hurl balls of fire, which
looked very likely at the moment, she was toast.

“I should have ended this a long time ago,” Eric
smiled as he pulled back his arm.

“Who’s down there?”

Saved by a voice from above.

Eric quickly doused his flame and Kile took
advantage of the sudden darkness to make for the exit, which lay
deeper in the great hall. She didn’t get far as Eric grabbed her by
the arm. She quickly spun around, but couldn’t break his grip.

“Is someone down there?” Master Adams called out,
his voice was getting closer.

Eric looked at Kile then at the staircase above
them. She could tell he was trying to decide what to do next. His
grip on her arm tightened and he pulled her closer.

“Neither one of us was here.” He said in a harsh
whisper and then suddenly released her. He didn’t wait around to
see what she would do next, he ran towards the corridor which lead
deeper into the Great Hall, disappearing into the darkness.

Kile was left standing alone in the middle of the
gallery. It wouldn’t do for her to be caught here after dark. There
were some who were still looking for an excuse to kick her out, and
something like this was all they needed. She heard Master Adam’s
footsteps on the stairs just above her. She couldn’t make it to the
door without him seeing her, her only choice was to follow Eric and
hope she didn’t run into him. Taking the corridor deeper into the
Great Hall, she followed it through to the back doors and back out
into the compound.

She had to tell someone what she saw, tell someone
what Eric tried to do, but he never succeeded in doing it. So, what
proof did she have? It would be her word against his. The reality
was her word wouldn’t go as far as his. A farmer’s daughter
couldn’t very well accuse the son of a Lord of stealing, but he, on
the other hand, could accuse her. Neither one of us was here, he
told her. Was that was what he had in mind? Maybe Master Boraro was
right all along. A Hunter should have some social standing in order
to be effective.

 


It was the first, full day back, to the dull routine
of Academy life, since the crossbow incident over a month ago. Kile
was starting to look back fondly on those long, boring summer days.
She was up before the sun and was even out on the field before
Master West, who was recovering nicely, rang the morning bell. Now,
as a second year cadet, she took her new place in the lineup and
waited for the crowd to gather. A new group of third year cadets
ran the morning procedures, but having gone through them for two
years, they had no problems with their new responsibilities. It
wouldn’t be long before the third years all chose their chores for
the coming term and then the second years would be required to pick
from what was left. Kile had no idea what she wanted to do, and
given the number of third year cadets left, she would have a fair
amount of chores to choose from. Their numbers seem to be dwindling
by the day, which was evident by the list of names Sir Oblum read
out that morning. It was a staggering number, somewhere around
thirty or forty cadets failed to show up after the summer.

She stood through the names, listening to them one
by one and was even able to put faces to a few of them. One name
which surprised her was that of Robert Little, the red, haired boy
who knew her brother and had bet on her to last only a year. The
way he spoke, she didn’t think he was the type to drop out easily,
but then she would never really know the reasoning behind his
decision.

After the names were read, Oblum went on about the
requirements of a Hunter and how Hunter’s never quit and something
about abandoning one's post, but Kile wasn’t really interested, for
today was a special day in a cadet’s training. Today was the day
the cadets received their mounts. She could hardly believe they
were actually going to give her a horse. She never owned anything
like that before. Tree told them, once they reached their second
year, they would be taught how to ride, but a year seemed so far
away back then.

There were no calisthenics, on the account Oblum
took so long relaying the messages of the day. The group was
dismissed to the dining hall for breakfast which returned to the
standard fare of eggs, sausage, toast, potatoes, juice and anything
else the kitchen couldn’t get rid of the night before. Kile still
couldn’t bring herself to eat the sausage and the eggs weren’t
looking very appetizing either. Having spoken to a few birds turned
her off what was once her favorite part of breakfast, so she
settled for a plate of fried potatoes and a glass of juice.

“What’s your rush?” Kile asked, watching Alex put
away three sausages and down a glass of juice before she even sat
down.

“I don’t want to be late for class,” he said between
mouthfuls. “Last person there gets the nag.”

“I doubt if that will happen,” Daniel said. “I’m
sure the horses are top of the line. I can’t see Luke caring for
anything less.”

“Or Boraro accepting it,” Kile added. “It would be a
disgrace to the Academy.” She added in her best Weapon Master’s
voice.

“I don’t think you have to worry about Master
Boraro, he doesn’t teach horsemanship.”

“Really,” Kile said, suddenly her day looked a lot
brighter.

“Yeah, it’s Master Pike you have to worry
about.”

Suddenly her day looked a lot darker, surprising how
that can happen with just a few simple words.

She never dealt with Master Pike directly, but he
was the one who locked away the crossbows after the incident, so no
one could inspect them. It might have been an oversight on his part
or there could have been some kind of malicious intent. It meant,
he was either ignorant or mean spirited, not exactly the best of
choices.

“What do you guys know of Quaineess Nyn?” She asked,
starting on her own breakfast. She didn’t tell them what happened
that night in the Great Hall, she didn’t see the gain. It seemed
pointless to trouble them with something which didn’t concern them
and what with Alex’s big mouth, she didn’t want the information
getting out. There was no telling what Eric would do, if he thought
Kile was starting rumors about him.

“He slew some type of dragon… didn’t he?” Carter
replied.

“If you believe half the stories they tell you,”
Daniel said.

“Stories do have to come from somewhere,” Alex
added. He finished his breakfast and was away from the table before
anyone could respond.

This was not exactly the group to be asking. Carter
was too interested in the physical aspects of the Academy. If it
had nothing to do with perfecting his skills, then he just didn’t
care about it. Daniel was too practical. Sometimes, he was too
grounded in reality. She was sure he still doubted she could speak
with animals, even after what he had seen. As for Alex, well Alex
was Alex. If he could find a story in it, then he was interested,
although the stories he heard and the stories he told were often
unrecognizable from one another.

“Why do you ask? Why the sudden interest in
Quaineess Nyn?” Daniel asked.

“No real interest, it just kind of came up,” Kile
replied, finishing off her own breakfast and getting up from the
table.

There had to be a reason for Eric’s interest in the
artifacts of the long dead Hunter, but why and which artifacts.
There didn’t appear to be anything of real value. The ring, maybe,
but Eric was the son of Lord Byron Rimes of the Callor Province,
one of the wealthier provinces in Aru. The value of the ring was
nothing compared to what he already owned or could own if he
desired it. The long knife was just that, a long knife. It was
nothing of great value or great worth, nothing to get branded a
thief and tossed out of the Academy for, which left only the dragon
scales, if they were dragon scales. But, it still didn’t answer the
question of why. Could you sell dragon scales? Did it all come down
to wealth after all? She figured scales from a dragon would be
worth something to someone somewhere.

“Kile watch out.”

Turning, she collided with a first year cadet,
loaded down with a breakfast tray. Juice, potatoes, and some
mysterious gray slop went everywhere and she managed to get the
worst of it. The sound of laughter throughout the dining hall and
the guilty expression on the young cadet’s face, lead her to
believe this was not a chance meeting. The cadet nervously looked
over his shoulder, and Kile followed his gaze to Eric. He gave her
a smile and a nod before leaving with Murphy and Richard.

“You alright?” Daniel asked, running up to her.

She was picking scrambled eggs out of her hair.
“Yeah, I’m alright.”

“What, you couldn’t see her?” Carter yelled at the
young boy, who, although was younger, was still taller than
Kile.

“I’m… I’m sorry.” He stammered.

“It’s not entirely his fault.” She replied, pushing
past the growing crowd of spectators. It was always entertaining to
see someone being made a fool of and even more entertaining when it
was her or at least, it always appeared that way. When she got
outside, she wiped the gray slop from the front of her tunic. She
wasn’t sure what it was but it smelled bad and she didn’t remember
seeing it on the menu.

“That was uncalled for. He saw you. He didn’t even
try to stop,” an irate Daniel said, stepping out of the dining hall
behind her.

“Yeah, well, there’s nothing you can do about it
now,” she replied.

“But he did it on purpose.”

“I think it was more out of fear than anything
personal.”

“What do you mean? You think someone forced him to
do it?”

“What does it matter now?” she said and started
walking back to the dorms.

If a cadet could be so easily persuaded or scared
into doing something he didn’t want to do in the first place, there
was no chance he would survive a year at the Academy. She was sure
it was just a matter of days before she heard his name mentioned in
the morning lists, even though she didn’t know his name.

“Where are you going?” Daniel asked, coming up
behind her.

“To get changed,” she said, as if the answer was
obvious.

“Class is starting in a couple of minutes.”

She stopped and turned to face him.

“I am not going to class looking… and smelling like
this,” she said.

“Sorry, I’ll wait for you.”

There was a genuine look of split loyalties in
Daniel’s eyes. One side of him wanted to be the good friend and
stay with her until she was ready to go, the other side of him
wanted to get to class early to pick out his horse.

“Go,” She said, letting him off the hook. “As Alex
said, you don’t want to be late, last one there gets the nag.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, go, I’ll be fine. I shouldn’t be that
long.”

“Well, if you insist. I’ll try to reserve one for
you too,” Daniel shouted as he ran off.

“Yeah, you do that,” she mumbled a reply.

She walked into her cell and shed the foul smelling
tunic as quickly as possible, dropping it on the floor in the
corner of her room. She would have to wash that a few times before
she ever thought of putting it back on.

-Kile smell.-

Vesper commented, his head popped out of the bottom
draw.

“Yeeesss… Kile smell.” She replied, slipping out of
her pants and dropped them in the corner as well. She would have to
do something with them. Otherwise, by the time she got back
tonight, they would stink up her entire room if not the entire
dorm.

She went into the lavatory and looked at herself in
the mirror. Fortunately, the foul smelling, gray, slop didn’t get
any higher than her chest, but the egg in her hair was not exactly
a fashion statement. She would love to take a bath right about now,
but if she did, she wouldn’t definitely be late for class. She
washed her face and brushed out her hair, tying it back with a
leather strap.

It was a good thing they issued three uniforms,
otherwise she would have to put on her civilian clothes and she
wasn’t sure how that would go over with Master Pike, especially on
her first day with the Horse Master.

-What happen?-

“Let’s just say I had a run in with a breakfast
tray.” She replied, sitting down on the bed to pull on her
boots.

-Don’t smell like breakfast.-

Vesper commented as he jumped up on the bed beside
her.

-Can come?-

“Not during class,” she told him. “I don’t want you
to get hurt.”

-Eric?-

“Well, that’s not what I was thinking about, but,
yeah, I’m sure if he knew you were my friend he would try to do
something to you.”

-No… Eric.-

Vesper said again, He jumped down from the bed and
ran to the door.

Kile stopped pulling on her boot and waited. This
time she could sense someone in the hall, even over the pungent
aroma of the laundry. It was the same sent she had smelled in the
stables that night, the night Eric spotted them getting a
confession from Charles. She finished pulling on her boot and
quickly looked around the room for a weapon. She didn’t really
think he was crazy enough to do something to her in her own cell,
but she had been wrong before, especially about him. His scent was
getting stronger and she could now pin point it right outside her
room. It hovered for a moment, then something dragged across the
front of her door, and the scent began to move off.

-He leaving-

“Too easy,” Kile said, reaching for the door handle
and gave it yank. She wasn’t surprised when the door didn’t move
and she cursed under her breath.

-What matter-

“He locked me in,” she said. The realization of
Eric’s full plan unfolded before her. She underestimated his
cleverness, what with the lunch tray, and knowing she would want to
change before going to class. He wanted her to be late for the
first day of horse training or maybe not show up at all. She went
to the window and tried the shutters, but there was no exit there.
Somehow he managed to bar those as well, probably before she
returned to her cell. How long was he planning this little stunt?
She was trapped in her own room.

-Big bar across door-

Vesper told her.

“What?”

-Bar. See bar across door.-

This time his words carried the vision of what the
outside of her door looked like at that moment.

“You saw it? Of course you did, you come and go with
the door closed, all the time.” She said, but knowing that and what
the bar looked like didn’t help her much.

“Vesper, could you move the bar?”

-Bar too big, take many yarrow to move it. Can get
many yarrow-

She could picture that, a sea of yarrow coming over
the horizons, storming the dorms. That wouldn’t go unnoticed.

“What about the bar on the window, could you move
that?”

-Don’t know, didn’t see.-

Vesper replied. He ran under the chest of drawers
and through a small hole in the wall. She waited a while, and then
tried the door again, but whatever it was Eric barred it with, it
was too heavy. The door wouldn’t budge, even a fraction of an inch.
A sound at the shutters caught her attention.

“Vesper?” She called, moving closer to the
window.

It was the sound of something fanatically gnawing on
the other side. She gave the shutter a gently push and this time it
moved, enough so she could see out. She peeked through the small
opening and saw Vesper sitting on the ledge.

-Metal-

The yarrow said, and she saw through his words, a
long knife wedged between the two handles of the window shutters.
He had been chewing the wood around one of the handles, loosening
the end of the long knife.

“Good job, Vesper,” she told the yarrow.

He started in on the wood again, but this was taking
longer than she had. She could only hope he had done enough.

“Get clear, Vesper,” she called through the crack,
and, picking up the chair, she used it like a ram, slamming it
against the window with all her might. There was a satisfying
crack, or it was until she realized it was from the chair and not
the window.

“Perfect,” she said, dropping the pieces of the
chair on the floor, “now what?”

Kile pried off one of the chair legs and worked it
between the shutters. Grabbing the other end with both hands, and
bracing her feet against the wall, she pulled on the chair leg. The
shutter flew open and she flew backwards across the room, colliding
with the far wall.

-Kile okay?-

Vesper asked from the open window.

“I am now,” she grinned, getting to her feet.
“Thanks, Vesper, I might actually make it to class on time.”

-Hunar here.-

“Hunar, what’s Hunar doing here?” she asked, leaning
out the window. Sure enough, the large, black, Shinar mastiff was
sitting under the window, staring up at her from the ground. There
was a rope around her neck and she was tied to one of the
trees.

“Hunar, what are you doing here?” she asked the
dog.

- I think I’m supposed to keep you from getting
out.-

Hunar replied, and those words carried a tone of
embarrassment. She was somehow tricked, like Kile, and Hunar was
not very happy about it.

Dislodging the long knife, she pushed the shutters
open.

“Watch out, I’m coming down,” she warned the dog and
dropped from the window, landing softly on the grass below. “Who
did this to you?”

-Tricked me, led me here, and tied me up.-

“Who tied you up? Who led you here?” Kile asked,
trying to untie the knot. She should have brought the long knife
down with her. It was strange Eric would leave a long knife to bar
the window when any old piece of metal would work, but, if Eric
used the knife, there had to be a reason for it. Was he expecting
her to use it on Hunar in order to escape? That seemed a little
drastic, even for Eric.

- Don’t tell Gorum-

Kile had to smile. Gorum was always lecturing Hunar
on being too rash and headstrong. If he found out she was so easily
tricked, she would never hear the end of it.

“Don’t worry, this will be our secret.”

With that reassurance, Hunar’s disposition changed.
She was no longer embarrassed, now she was only fuming.

-Boys will pay.-

The dog growled, and Kile received a very vivid
image of what Hunar was planning to do with the boys once she
caught them, and it sent a chill down her spine.

“Hunar, you can’t.”

-Why?-

“Because, you don’t respond to a practical joke by
disemboweling.”

-Why?-

“You just don’t, okay. Promise me, if I release you,
you won’t do anything rash.”

-Fine.-

“Thank you. Now, let me go back up and get the
knife, I can’t seem to untie this rope.”

“What’s going on here? Stay away from that dog. Are
you crazy? What do you think you're doing with my dog?”

Kile spun around and looked up at the huge man who
was racing across the field. She did not think Oblum could run that
fast. She didn’t think Oblum could run.

“That dog will tear you to shreds.”

Kile dropped the rope and backed away from the
mastiff. Oblum glared down at her with his one good eye.

“You better have a damn good explanation.”

“Sir, she was tied up to this tree, I was just
trying to free her.”

“Free her?” He asked, looking at Hunar and seeing
the rope for the first time. “How do I know that? You could have
been tying her up.”

Good point, she thought.

“I was on my way to class and I saw her tied up. I
knew she shouldn’t be here so I was going to untie her.”

Oblum looked at Kile, suspiciously, then back and
Hunar, then back at Kile. Hunar walked around her master and came
to Kile’s side. She dropped her head under the girl’s right hand,
and Kile scratched the mastiff behind the ear. Oblum seemed to be
torn between what he wanted to believe and what he had to
believe.

“Well, I guess if you did tie Hunar up, she would
have torn you apart by now.” The headmaster replied. This was his
way of saying he believed her and was sorry he accused her. He
pulled out his own knife, bent down and cut the rope.

“Who did this to you girl?” He asked her, but,
unlike Kile, he didn’t expect an answer. “If I find out who did
this to you, I will personally kick them so far out of the Academy
that they won’t land until they reach the sea.”

Oblum held onto the rope after freeing Hunar, he
didn’t want to risk Hunar seeking revenge.

“You better get back to class… cadet.” Oblum said
and led the dog away.
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Eric succeeded in delaying Kile for nearly and hour,
by now most of the good horses, if not all of the good horses, were
probably already taken. Hopefully, that was all he had planned for
her today. When she finally reached the western gates, she was
grateful to see the other cadets in a large, wide open field, just
outside the walls. It meant she was in the right place. There were
only about forty cadets left in the second year and they were
spread out all over the field, each one standing beside their new
mount. Daniel was right about one thing, the horses were top
quality, but then she wasn’t an expert on horses. The only horse
her family ever owned, was an old gray nag, and she couldn’t
compare him to these. Slowing down, she started to walk across the
field to where Master Pike was waiting,

“Nice of you to make time for us, cadet Veller,”
Master Pike shouted while she was still halfway across the field.
It was not meant for communicating, just to shift the focus of the
class on her. She didn’t bother shouting back. Partially because
she didn’t want to embarrass herself any further, but mostly due to
the fact, she just ran across the compound and was so out of breath
at the moment, if she had tried to shout, she would have just
squeaked and probably fallen over.

Master Pike was a tall, lean man with long brown
hair which he kept tied in a tail, much like the tail of a horse.
He had a bushy mustache which appeared awkward on his long narrow
face. He looked very much like the horses he rode. He stood with
his hands clasped behind his back. She had seen him around, often
lurking behind Master Boraro and she wondered if he was as much a
toady as Master West was.

“Sorry I’m late, sir,” Kile said as she got
closer.

“I assume you have an excuse,” not that he really
wanted to hear one.

“I was doing something for Sir Oblum,” she replied
with a simple smile.

“I see,” Master Pike said, but he really didn’t and
it wasn’t as if he was going to go running back to find out if she
was telling the truth. “Very well then,” he added with a grin,
which made Kile uneasy. “You may… select your horse,” he finished
with a sweep of his arm.

Kile turned around to see, that the only horse left
in the paddock, could hardly be called a horse, although it did
sort of resemble one. It was probably one of the most dreadful
creatures she ever had the misfortune of setting her eyes on. It
was stockier than a normal horse, but even that was difficult to
say for certain, since it was covered in a long, black, shaggy coat
which hung on it, like an old mop. Its legs were rather thick and
ended in huge tufts of hair, covering hoofs the size of serving
platters. Even its face was difficult to see, since the hair fell
down over its eyes. It stood there, looking at her, as if daring
her to come closer.

“I’m afraid he is all we have left, at least until
we get a new shipment of horses in,” Master Pike replied
unsympathetically, and although he said it with a straight face,
she was sure he was laughing behind his oversized mustache.

“When will that be, sir?” she dared to ask.

“Oh, by next month I should think, or possibly the
month after that, don’t really know. Until then… he should
suffice.”

“Yes, sir,” was all she could say.

“Well, mount up,” he told her. “We will be riding up
the road a bit, and then through the countryside to get better
acquainted with our mounts. I’m sure one of your… friends… will be
glad to hang back and tell you what you missed.”

He didn’t wait to see if anyone did stay back.
Walking over to his own horse, a tall black mare, he slipped on his
riding gloves, grabbed hold of the pommel and effortlessly threw
himself into the saddle. He raised one hand to motion the riders to
follow him and set off down the road without looking back.

Kile watched as those who knew how to ride, quickly
fell in behind Master Pike and those who didn’t, had a little more
trouble getting their mounts started. Once most of the horses began
to move, the other soon followed in spite of the naiveté of their
passengers. Hunters were supposed to be some of the finest horseman
in all of Aru, and watching the cadets bobbing around on the backs
of their mounts, she had a hard time believing one year was going
to make that possible.

When she was sure Master Pike and the rest of the
cadets were out of earshot, she turned back to the shaggy black
horse.

“Hello, my name is Kile,” she said, but there was no
reply. The horse just stood there and stared at her. At least she
thought it was staring at her, it was difficult to tell without
being able to see his eyes.

“Do you have a name?” she asked, but there was still
no reply. Could she even speak to horses? Maybe he didn’t
understand her, she thought, or maybe he was ignoring her.

“Where have you been?” Daniel asked, ridding up on a
dapple gray. “I tried to stall as long as I could, but Master Pike
wasn’t going for it.”

“Got a little side tracked,” she replied.

“Did it happen to have something to do with Eric and
his gang?” Daniel asked as he dismounted. She could tell he was one
of those who already knew how to ride, by the ease at which he
dismounted.

“What makes you ask that?”

“He came back just before class started, and he
seemed abnormally pleased with himself,” he said, picking up Kile’s
Academy issued saddle. She looked from it to the horse and had her
doubts it was even going to fit.

“I should be doing that,” she said, although she
made no attempt to take the saddle from him. He chose to go to
class rather than escort her back to her. Of course, she did tell
him to go, but that wasn’t the point. If he was a gentleman he
would have ignored her wishes and stayed with her or something like
that. Either way he shared some of the blame with her getting stuck
with this hairy monstrosity, she just had to figure out how
much.

“I’ll saddle him today. We can go over the rest
later.”

Daniel definitely knew his way around horses and
could probably saddled Kile’s mount with very little effort, if the
horse was more cooperative. Every time he tried to throw the saddle
on, the horse stepped out from under it. It was one of those old
heavy saddles, not like the ones the Hunters used today, so each
repeated attempt wasn’t even as close as the last one.

“I think he’s doing it deliberately,” Daniel replied
after the third try, dropping the saddle on the ground in order to
catch his breath.

“I know he’s is.”

“Well, talk to him, make him understand.”

“You don’t think I’ve tried?” she replied and
attempted to hold the horse still for one last try, but the beast
was just too strong for her and pushed her over as he sidestepped
the saddle again.

“You can always go bareback,” Daniel suggested and
dropped the saddle.

Kile got up and dusted the dirt from her pants.
There was probably some Academy regulation about riding bareback,
but if they hung around here too long fooling with the saddle,
Master Pike would be returning with the rest of the cadets. She was
determined to get on this horse one way or another.

“Doesn’t look like I have much of a choice,” She
replied. “Just help me get on him.”

“Okay, come around to his left side.”

“Why, what difference does it make?”

“You don’t know anything about riding horses, do
you? You should always mount from the left side.”

“It’s like waiting on tables,” she mumbled to
herself, “Serve on the left, remove from the right. I’m showing
courtesy to a horse who ignores me.”

“Just get on before Master Pike and the others get
too far ahead.”

Kile grabbed a handful of mane, and there was quite
a bit to grab, as Daniel boosted her up. The horse unexpectedly
lurched forward and she quickly lost her balance, tumbling off the
back and landing hard on the ground. She looked up at the backside
of the animal. The horse turned its head and looked at her. If she
didn’t know better, she would have sworn he laughed.

“Are you okay?” Daniel asked, running to her
side.

“Oh, just fine, if I’m not dumped on my ass, at
least once a week, it just wouldn’t be the Academy.”

“Look you can’t ride this thing,” Daniel said,
helping her to her feet. “Why don’t you take my horse and I’ll wait
until the next shipment comes in. I already know how to ride, I
won’t miss too much.”

Kile looked at the black, hairy, mass which stood
before her, and then at the sleek lines of the dapple gray. It was
a generous and extremely tempting offer, but she wasn’t going to be
defeated so easily. She was the only cadet, in the history of the
entry exam, who got her little ebony box out of the testing area.
Even if it did major structural damage to the building and no one
knew she did it, she had a reputation to uphold. She wasn’t going
to let this lumbering beast get the best of her.

“You go on ahead,” she told Daniel, “I’ll be there
shortly.”

“How?” he asked, “on foot?”

“Go, I’ll be along shortly.”

“Well, if you say so,” Daniel replied, mounting up.
He made it look so easy it annoyed her.

“I’m not going fast, I’ll take my time,” He said,
turning towards the road. “You better catch up before I reach the
others.”

He had just started when Kile stopped him.

“One moment,” she called out.

“Changed your mind?” Daniel grinned.

“Not likely,” she said. Walking past him, she
addressed his horse. “May I have a word?”

“Of course you can,” Daniel replied, a little
confused.

“Not with you,” she told him, and turned back to the
horse. “Could I speak with you?”

-With me?-

The mare replied. She never spoken to a vir before,
or no vir ever tried to speak with her, but she actually seemed
delighted to speak.

“My name is Kile, what’s yours?”

-Cloud-

The mare replied, although Kile could tell she
didn’t really like the name.

“Cloud?” Kile repeated, looking up at Daniel. That
wasn’t the mare’s name that was the name Daniel gave her. “Cloud?”
she repeated.

“Well, yeah… because she’s gray and all,” Daniel
replied, trying to defend himself.

“Oh, please, that is so cliché. Do you know how many
gray horses are named Cloud?” she asked him. “Unless it’s a male
horse, then they’re usually called Storm Cloud,” she said, turning
back to the mare. “What is your name… your real name?”

-Miliea-

The mare answered, and this time there was pride in
her voice.

“If I can’t call her Cloud, what should I call her?”
Daniel asked.

“You should address her by her name, Miliea.”

Miliea seamed to approve the sound of her name
spoken out loud, even by a vir.

“Miliea, huh? I like it. Okay, Miliea it is.”

“It’s not like you have a choice, it is her name. It
would be like me calling you Edward.”

“How was I supposed to know her name? In case you’ve
forgotten, not everyone can speak with horses.”

“Fine, now that we’ve gotten that settled,” Kile
said, turning back to the mare. “Miliea, what can you tell me
about… him?” she asked, indicating the hairy, four legged, beast
who stood in the paddock, watching them suspiciously.

-Not much-

“Anything you could tell me, or show me, would
help.”

-He traveled with us. I know nothing more-

“How about a name?” Kile asked. “Did he have any
names you know of?”

-The men called him many things, some not so nice.
He did respond to… Grim-

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Kile said, stepping
away. “Thank you, Miliea, you guys get going, I’ll catch up.”

“Are you sure, I can stick around if you want.”

“No, I’ll be fine,” she assured Daniel, but she
wasn’t really sure herself.

Daniel turned Miliea towards the road and they moved
at a slow even pace. Kile watched them go and regretted not taking
him up on his offer of claiming Miliea, she seemed like a pleasant
enough horse.

“Grim,” she said, turning around to face the beast.
The horse shook out his mane. “Look, I don’t know if you can
understand me, because I don’t really know how this works, and at
this moment I don’t really care. I’m not having the best day of my
life here and you’re not making it any easier, so how about we just
get through today with no more problems and we can work it out
later, what do you say?”

Grim remained silent and just stared at her, or at
least she thought he was staring at her, it was still difficult to
tell under all that hair. Moving around to his left side, she got
two handfuls of mane and pulled herself up on his back. He launched
her clear over the other side with a well timed buck. She hit the
ground again and stared up at him from the dirt. This was taking
spirited to a whole new level.

“Enough,” she shouted, getting to her feet. “You
will calm down and let me ride you.”

Grim seemed to calm down for a moment, but she still
didn’t trust him.

She moved around to his left side, and grabbing two
handfuls of mane, she jumped. She landed across his back and stayed
there for a few minutes. She expecting to be thrown off, but Grim
didn’t move.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” she said, swinging
her leg over the other side. She sat astride him with a little
difficulty. He was a large horse with a wide flat back. If she had
a blanket and pillow she could use him as a bed, but she didn’t
think he would let her.

“Go,” She commanded, digging her heels into his
side.

Grim set off slowly.

“Come on. Let’s try to catch up with the others,”
she told him.

He picked up his pace and moved with a strong steady
gate. He was surprisingly smooth for a large horse, but not very
quiet. His platter sized hoofs, striking the ground, were rather
loud. They would be hard pressed to sneak up on someone.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Daniel called out, seeing
her coming up behind him. “I didn’t think you could do it. How did
you…” But he stopped in mid sentence when she got closer. The look
on his face went from excitement to concern. “Kile, are you
alright?”

Miliea staggered as Grim and Kile got closer. The
mare sidestepped and tried to bolt. It was all Daniel could do to
keep his horse under control.

“Kile,” he yelled at her when they passed.

She didn’t hear him, she didn’t hear anything. She
didn’t even realize what was happening, what she was doing. The
black tendrils of the Maligar had entwined them without her knowing
about it, without her even trying. She was so angry with Grim she
would have done anything for him to listen to her, and that’s
exactly what she did. Grim wasn’t obeying her because he wanted to.
Grim was obeying her because he had no choice. As the darkness
began to engulf them, her identity began to merge with his.

She was no longer riding him across the countryside,
she was him. She was charging across the tundra, climbed the steep
cliffs of the northern lands, running with the herd, racing the
cold north winds. There were so many of them, but so few. Once,
they dominated the frozen highlands by the thousands, now there
were but a few hundred left. The vir saw to that. They were out in
number today, and the herd was being pushed towards the open
ravine. Dozens of them went over the edge, some chose to jump
rather than be forced into servitude. Others were just swept up in
the stampede, falling upon the rocks below, all in a vain attempt
to avoid capture. She wasn’t as lucky. The ropes found their way
around her neck. They would try to tame her, they would strip her
of her dignity, she would become another beast of burden for the
vir, but they would never break him.

Kile’s identity snapped back into her head and she
had no idea what was happening. One moment she was running on the
tundra towards the ravine, now she was running through the forest
towards the lake. Grim, somehow, managed to break the Maligar’s
control. Before she could grasp what was going on, he slammed his
feet into the ground, ducked his head and launched her over his
shoulders. She flew a good twenty feet before hitting the
water.

-NOBODY CONROLS ME-

The voice exploded in her head. It carried with it
the vivid images of horses lying broken at the base of the ravine,
along with the pain and the torture he was forced to endure at the
hands of the vir. The feelings were so intense Kile nearly lost
what little breakfast she had.

“Geez Kile, are you alright?” Daniel called as he
rode up to the lake's edge. He jumped down from his horse and waded
into the water, trying to help her out.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she lied, pushing his hand away.
She didn’t want anyone’s help at the moment. She didn’t want anyone
to touch her. She didn’t want anyone to feel sorry for her.
“Please, just… just go… just... leave me alone. I’ll be fine,” she
said. Reaching the shore she fell to her knees on the river’s bank.
Grim’s words still echoing in her head with such hatred and
pain.

“Kile, you’re not fine.”

“Probably not, but it's nothing you can fix, just…
go find the others, I’ve got to find Grim.”

“Grim? Who’s Grim?”

“My horse.”

“What? You can’t go after him. That horse tried to
kill you. He threw you in the lake.”

“That was my fault,” she said, getting to her feet.
“Look, just go catch up with the others if you still can. I have to
make sure Grim’s okay.”

“It’s not like he waited around to see if you were
okay.”

She climbed up the bank of the lake to where Miliea
was standing, the horse shied away from her.

“I’m so sorry,” she told her without getting any
closer. “I didn’t mean for that to happen. I didn’t mean for any of
it to happen.”

-He went back to the stone buildings-

“Thank you, and… I am sorry,” she said.

Kile started to walk back to the Academy. It wasn’t
difficult to find, what with the towers of the city of Azintar
visible above the tree line.

The walk back was very humbling, not that she needed
to be humiliated more than she already was. She was soaking wet,
covered in mud and realized she only had one more uniform until the
next laundry day. There was also the little matter of the last
uniform, which, at this moment, was stinking up her cell. That was
going to be a pleasant thing to return to, she thought, but that
was the least of her problems.

She used the Maligar, she swore she would never use
it and she did. Could she even say it was by accident? She wanted
to control Grim. She wanted to prove to Eric, to Master Pike, even
to Daniel she could overcome anything they threw in her way.

Up ahead, on the road, she could see the dark shape
of Grim walking slowly back to the Academy. It didn’t appear he
wanted to go back there any more than she did, but neither one of
them had a choice, neither one of them had anyplace else to go. In
many ways, they were very much alike, so far from home, neither one
really fitting in, just trying to survive. Picking up her pace, she
started to walk alongside him.

“Would it help to say, I’m sorry?” she asked.

Grim said nothing and plodded along on his steady
course. At least now she knew he could understand her.

“Look, I didn’t mean to do that, I just… I can’t
control it. I really don’t know how it works. I’ve only done it
once before and I don’t want to do it again. Can you at least
believe that?”

They passed the training field with the paddock, but
Grim wasn’t stopping there, he was returning to the stables.

“Look, I know what you went through, okay, maybe I
don’t really understand what happen, but I saw it. I saw the
ravine, I saw what they did to you, what the vir did to you, what
they did to your herd. What I did to you was inexcusable. All I’m
asking for is another chance. Just give me another chance and I
promise I’ll never do that again.”

She only stopped talking when she realized she was
passing through the western gates. Several of the guards, and the
entire third year class, were watching this young girl, who was
soaking wet and covered in mud, pleading with her horse as she
followed him to the stables. If they didn’t think she was strange
before, there was no doubt in their minds now, but right now, the
only opinion which mattered, was Grim’s.

“What in all that’s natural happened to you two?”
Luke exclaimed when he saw them.

Grim ignored Luke, walking past the stable hand, and
into a stall with fresh feed.

“It’s my fault,” she said. “I didn’t mean to do
it.”

“Do it? Do what? And what are you doing with that
beast outside the stables, he’s wasn’t supposed to be removed,”
Luke demanded.

“I was riding him.”

“Riding him, what nonsense is that? That’s not a
riding horse, that’s a mountain pony. You don’t ride them. They're
not exactly the friendliest of horses.”

“Master Pike said he was the only horse
available.”

“That's ridiculous,” Luke snapped, and she could
tell he was angry, but fortunately, not at her. “The cadets’ mounts
are ordered over the winter. There were ninety cadets then, there
are only forty now, that means you have at least fifty to choose
from, not… not that one.”

“But Master Pike said…”

“It would appear Master Pike was… mistaken. I will
have a word with him about it. As for you, young lady, you should
change into something a bit dryer. I will take you up to the north
field myself and you can choose another horse.”

“But what about Grim?” she asked.

“Grim… who’s Grim?”

“That’s Grim,” she said, pointing to the shaggy,
black horse.

“Yes, it is,” Luke mumbled. He turned to Kile.
“You’ve named him, already.”

“Well, yeah, no… sort of.”

Luke sighed, shaking his head.

“I’m afraid… Grim, was a mistake. He was
accidentally shipped here with the rest of the horses, he should
have been sent up to the Northern Province, which is where he will
be going, as soon as possible.”

That wasn’t right, Kile thought. She knew what they
would do to him up there, what they already did to him. She
couldn’t let him go back, not back there.

“Can’t I have him?” she asked.

“What? A cadet is only allowed one horse.”

“I know… I chose him.”

Luke looked from Kile to the mountain pony, and then
back to Kile.

“I’m afraid that would be a mistake. As I’ve said,
they don’t make very good mounts.”

“Why not, is there something in the Guild Law that
says what kind of horse a Hunter must ride?”

“Well… no, but mountain ponies are not the most
sociable of horses, they are a headstrong, stubborn breed.”

“Has anyone ever tried?” she asked.

Luke thought about it for a moment, then reluctantly
shook his head.

“Then it is possible for a mountain pony to be a
Hunter’s mount,” she reasoned.

“Well… yeah, it is possible... in theory.”

“Then I want to keep him, I owe him at least that
much.”

“Maybe, but it would appear he does not wish to be
your mount. If I’m not mistaken, your next class with Master Pike
is in one week. If he is willing to carry you by then… then you may
select him as your mount, otherwise you will be required to choose
another horse and… Grim… will be sent to the Northern Province,”
Luke replied and walked away.

Kile stood outside the stables. She had one week,
one week to prove to Luke she could ride Grim. No, she thought for
a moment, that wasn’t the deal. He said Grim must be willing to let
her ride him. That wasn’t going to be easy with his natural dislike
for the vir. She would have to cross that river when she came to
it, at the moment there was something else she needed to attend to
first.

Starting up the hill, she headed towards Morgan’s
tower. She thought about going back to her cell to clean up first,
but this was more important, maybe not so much for her appearance,
but for her own piece of mind. She didn’t want to make the same
mistake again, she wouldn’t allow it. When she reached Morgan’s
tower, she knocked three times on the door, and then entered.

“Sir?” she called out from the foyer, but there was
no answer. She was a little hesitant to enter, not wishing to
bother him, or track in mud. Maybe she should have gone back to her
room to clean up first, but the thought of dealing with the stench
of the uniform, which lingered in her room all day, turned her
against the idea. By now, the smell was probably on everything, she
may be sleeping in the stables with Grim, tonight.

Entering the room quietly, she peeked around the
corner, Morgan was pouring over a few rather large and weighty
volumes. He moved from one to another, turning pages and jotting
things down on pieces of paper, which were scattered about. It
would have been an ordinary sight, if it wasn’t for the fact the
table he was sitting at, and the chair he was sitting on, weren’t
there. She was always under the impression mystics only did this
sort of thing in the presence of the average person, to show off,
now it would appear it come quite naturally to them. He seemed busy
and she didn’t want to disturb him, so she started to retreat.
Kaza, on the other hand, wasn’t so discrete. Upon seeing her, the
crow flew down from his perch and landed on the mystic’s head.
Morgan didn’t even try to shoo the bird away, he just looked up
from his books.

“Good afternoon, Miss Veller,” he said in an
exasperated voice, without even turning around.

“Sorry sir, I didn’t mean to disturb you,” she said
from the door. “I’ll leave.”

“Nonsense, just get this bird off my head.”

The two made such a comical pair, it was a shame
they couldn’t communicate with one another. They were very much
alike, they just didn’t know it.

“Kaza, please.”

The crow returned to his perch on top of the
bookshelf.

“Thank you,” Morgan replied, straightening out his
hair and turning around. “Now what I can do for… what in all the
spheres happen to you?”

“Oh,” she said, looking down at her clothes. She was
creating a small puddle on his floor. “I got a little wet during
class,” she said, holding up her arms.

“Wet? Child, you’re positively soaked,” Morgan said.
He uttered a few soft words and she could feel the water start to
evaporate from her clothes. Within a matter of seconds she was
completely dry, and her clothes looked a lot cleaner than when she
put them on this morning.

“Wow, thanks,” she said, feeling the sleeves of her
tunic.

“I’m sure laundry service, was not what you came
for,” Morgan said. He grabbed his notebook and began flipping
through the pages. “We don’t have an appointment today, do we?”

“No, sir.”

He seemed a bit relieved. Setting the notebook
aside, he snapped his fingers. The books, he was reading, closed
and returned to their places on the shelves. She was not sure if
the chair and the table, which weren’t there in the first place,
simple, ceased to exist, or folded themselves away somewhere in the
room.

“Then why are you here?” he asked, pulling his
yellow robes around him.

“It’s about the… Maligar.”

Morgan nodded knowingly and directed her towards one
of the overstuffed wing backed chairs. As she crossed the room, she
couldn’t help but wave her hand through the empty space where the
table and chair that weren’t… were.

“Would you like some tea?”

“No, thank you.” She said, taking her seat.

“So, you used the Maligar today, without meaning to,
didn’t you?”

She stared at the old mystic who smiled at her while
stirring his cup of tea. “How did you know?” she asked.

“Child, I have been teaching students the mystic
arts for more years than you’ve been alive… probably more years
than your parents have been alive for that matter. I knew it would
happen, eventually.”

“How, why?”

“Well, simply put. It is power, and power that is
not controlled is uncontrollable. I didn’t want you to lean the
Maligar merely because it was an intriguing ability, which it is. I
wanted you to learn how to use it, so you could control it.” He
said and took the seat opposite her.

“Do you know why the mystics agreed to help the
Hunter’s Guild with their testing and teachings?” He asked, taking
a sip of his tea.

“Well, no, not really.”

“It was because the Mystic Council learned cadets
were being trained by regular Hunters on the use of their Edges.
Hunters who hardly had a grasp of their own Edge were teaching
cadets how to use theirs. It was a recipe for disaster. Accidents
were bound to, and often did, happen.

“You will always have the ability, it is within you,
whether you choose to use it or not. If you can not control it, if
you try to ignore it, there is no telling when, where and how it
will manifest itself. That is what happened, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied. “I’m not really sure how it
happened. One moment I was trying to get him to listen… and the
next… I was just getting so angry he was ignoring me that it just
happened.”

“Why don’t you explain it, from the start?” Morgan
said, leaning back in his chair.

Kile went into the full explanation, even further
than she originally planned. She didn’t want to tell him about the
feelings she had both during and especially after she broke
contact, but she felt, at this point, everything needed to be said.
It took the better part of an hour, and Morgan said nothing as he
listened to every word. It felt good to get it off her chest, to
talk to someone who might actually understand what she was going
through. Only when she was finished did Morgan scratches his beard
and nod.

“It is what I feared,” he finally said.

It wasn’t the best way he could have started the
explanation.

“From what you have told me, the Maligar is not as
simple as I had originally thought. It is not just a means of
controlling animals, but a merger of sorts, this is very
interesting and it reinforces what I have come to believe.”

“Such as?” she asked.

“It is a merging of wills, or… sprit, if you like.
You join with the animal, and become a part of it. When the
connection is broken, it may not always be as clean as you would
like, but rather a shared one. You come away with something and I
would assume vice versa.”

“What do you mean? I took something from Grim?”

“I’m not talking about taking something as in a
physical object, more like absorbing a part of him… his… essences…
his soul… his spirit, in this case his emotions, take your
pick.”

“It seems a little… creepy.”

“Well, I don’t know about creepy, but depending upon
the will of the animal being controlled, it can have interesting
side effects.”

“Side effects!”

“Nothing lasting… at least I don’t think so. It’s
rather difficult to say when talking about the soul or spirit. In
order to really understand that aspect of the Maligar, we would
have to consult a necromancer.”

“A necromancers… I don’t think I really want to know
that much about it, I just don’t want it to happen again.”

“Yes, I think it’s probably for the best.
Necromancers can be rather dodgy individuals to deal with.”

“Then you knew something like this could
happen?”

“In theory… yes. Whenever you merge two things
together, you seldom have a clean break, and then it relies upon
the two things you are merging. Which is the more dominant?”

“You mean I could have lost my will to Grim.”

“In a sense you did, just not permanently. Do you
know why I selected a rabbit for our first test? It wasn’t because
it was the only animal available. It was because it was safe.”

“Not for him.”

“No, for you. Blame me if you will and maybe I
deserve it, but I was thinking more of my student than of the test
subject. I was unsure of how strong your will was. If I brought in
a more dominant creature, a predator, perhaps, maybe a dog,
something more aggressive, what would happened if your will was not
as strong as his? I could not take that chance.”

What would have happened, if she lost her will?
Surely, not to the rabbit, but possible to Grim. Would she have
become the horse, or maybe just think she was a horse? It was hard
to image something like that could actually happen.

“We will just have to deal with this one step at a
time,” Morgan said, getting up from his seat. “But, not tonight. I
am glad you brought this to my attention, Kile, it was something
that weighted heavily on me.”

“That doesn’t sound too comforting.”

“No, not this particular incident. You, as opposed
to the other cadets, have a rather unique problem.”

“Problem, sir?” she asked.

Why did she always have the problems?

“Edges have a tendency to… change over time. Things
you may have found difficult to do early on, may become easier.
Things you found easy, you may later find impossible. The way you
do things now, may not be the way you do things a year from now. If
there is one thing which is consistent about the mystic arts, it is
that they are inconsistent.”

“Are you saying there may come a time when I… can’t
speak with Vesper… or Kaza or any of them?”

“No, I don’t think that would happen, but the means
at which you communicate may change, and it may pose a problem.
Someone who is influenced by a sphere such as water or fire can
apply what he or she has learned to those new skills. They might
find their Edge has changed, but the fundamentals of using that
skill, do not. You, on the other hand, have no fundamentals to fall
back on. Therefore, if any of these changes should occur, I would
hope you come to me for help.”

When Kile left Morgan’s tower, she felt a lot
better. Not only did she learn a great deal about her Edge, but she
also learned she wasn’t losing her mind any quicker than anyone
else. As she headed back down the hill, it was already getting
dark. The activity was now centered on the dining hall, signaling
the supper shift as food and drink were being carried from the
kitchen to the hall by the first year cadets. She only pulled that
chore once during her first year and she did not envy the new kids
their task. It felt so long ago now, and so much had changed,
although mostly it was just her. She looked back towards the main
hall, it was a shame she didn’t have the key with her, she would
have liked to see those paintings again, if just for a moment.

She started back down the hill towards the kitchen
when she spied a tall, lean man with a pony tail and a funny
looking mustache. Unfortunately, he spotted her as well, and just
when she was starting to feel better.

“Cadet Veller,”

Kile didn’t see Master Pike, standing in the shadows
of the kitchen, but he saw her. “Am I to believe you left training,
without my permission?”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“Sorry is not good enough, cadet. That is in direct
violation of code.”

“I had to return the horse back to the stables, sir.
I was on my way back when I was summoned to Morgan’s,” She lied. It
was always good to have a half truth in your back pocket to use in
cases like this. The training in mystic arts holds precedence over
all other forms of training, a mandate set down in the code. If it
was true, and she was summoned by the mystic, she wouldn’t need the
Horse Master’s permission.

“Morgan’s?” Master Pike replied, looking up towards
the hill where she was combing from. At least that worked in her
favor. “You should have at least gotten word to me,” he said in a
voice which wasn’t nearly as commanding.

“I’m sorry, sir, I did try, but I didn’t really know
where you were, all you said was you were taking the rest of the
cadets across the country side. I was going to look for you, but I
did not wish to keep Morgan waiting.”

“Yes… yes, I… I suppose that is acceptable,” Master
Pike replied. “I was just speaking to the stable hand, Luke. He
informed me they have recently received some extra horses, so you
will be able to choose another mount for the next class.”

“Thank you, sir,” Kile replied. It would appear she
wasn’t the only one lying during this conversation.

“You are dismissed,” Master Pike said and walked
off.

Dismissed? When was she at attention?

She ignored Pike. She wouldn’t have to put up with
him for the rest of the week, not until the next class. All she had
to worry about now was Master Boraro and more combat training, that
and the fact there was a uniform still reeking in her room, but
even that could wait.

She stopped at the kitchen and watched as the first
year cadets struggled with their plates. She waited until the last
one passed before she poked her head into the kitchen area.

“Excuse me… Master Spece.”

“Kile,” the big man exclaimed, waddling his way to
the door. He was gone all summer, supposedly visiting friends down
south, but it looked as if he was doing more eating than visiting.
The man looked a lot wider than the last time she saw him. He was
living up to his nickname of Big Joe.

“What can I do for you, Kile?” he asked, wiping his
hands upon his apron.

“What do horses like to eat?” she asked him.

“Horses… I don’t usually cook for horses,” the big
man grinned. “My horse, he likes the carrots.”

He owned a horse? It must be a very strong animal,
she thought.

“You wouldn’t happen to have some spare, would you?”
She asked.

“But of course,” he said and turned back into the
kitchen. The staff easily flowed around him, never breaking their
stride as they prepared the evening meals. He disappeared into the
back room, a room Kile knew all too well, and emerged with a bunch
of carrots.

“Your horse, he will like these.” He said, handing
them to her.

“Thank you, Master Spece.”

“Oh please, it’s Big Joe,” the man grinned.

“Thank you again… Big Joe,” she replied, waving
goodbye. It was difficult, to actually bring herself to call
someone, Big Joe.

She avoided the dining hall, and instead, went over
to the stables. There was nobody there, but she didn’t expect to
see anyone. Most of the cadet’s would be at supper.

The stables were now filled, since the stalls were
occupied by the cadet’s horses. On the front of each stall was a
wooden plaque which bore the name of the horse as well as the name
of the owner. Each one was written by a different hand, which would
indicate the cadets were responsible for painting their own
plaques.

Walking the line of horses, she read each name out
loud. Thunder, Lightening, Snowy, Wind, she found two with the name
of Cloud, although one was Storm Cloud and one was Summer Cloud.
Summer Cloud was mildly original. At least the owner was trying to
think outside the box.

“Midnight, a black horse, what a surprise,” she
said, stroking the stallion’s nose. “Poor thing, I bet you don’t
want to be called Midnight.”

-Not really-

The horse replied in a rather depressing voice.

It was still something she was getting used to,
speaking with horses. Usually you make a comment like that you
don’t expect to be answered.

“What is your name?” she asked. It seemed like the
polite thing to do.

-Garai-

“Garai,” she repeated the name, and like Miliea, the
horse seemed to enjoy hearing his name spoken by a vir.

She could always tell the owner what the horse’s
real name was, although she doubted anyone would believe her. She
looked down at the plaque. Under the word owner was written Rimes,
Eric. Oh, that figures, she thought. The only pure black horse in
the pack and he would somehow manage to get it.

“Now I really feel sorry for you.” She said. “If I
was you, I would take the first opportunity to run away.”

-No place to go.-

“I suppose not,” She said, breaking off one of the
carrots and giving it to him. “Good luck,” she added, moving
further down the line.

It didn’t take her long to find Grim, he was off on
his own, almost isolated. He watched her as she approached and she
hoped he wasn’t the jealous kind. Did he see her talking to
Garai?

“Hello, Grim.” She said, holding a carrot out to
him. “I wanted to apologize again.”

He turned his nose up at the offering.

“Listen, if we work together, we can both get
something out of this.” She told him, but Grim refused to
speak.

“I want to help you. You don’t want to go back up to
the north Province, and I need a horse. It would only be for two
years. Once I graduate the Academy, I’ll personally take you
anywhere you want to go, anywhere at all. I’ll set you free and you
can live out your life. It’s not as if you can get away. You escape
and they’ll find you, and then there’s no telling what they’ll do.
This way it will all be proper. What do you say? Will you do it?”
She asked and held the carrot out to him again, and again he
refused it. She set it on the rail.

“At least think about it. I’ll be back
tomorrow.”

Walking away, she heard him knock the carrot onto
the floor. This was going to take a lot longer than she thought and
possibly longer than she had.

She broke off another carrot and began eating it
herself. It he didn’t want them, she wasn’t going to let them go to
waste

“Kile Girl.”

Kile turned around, the carrot still hanging out of
her mouth.

“There you are. We wondered what happen to you.”
Daniel shouted, coming down the hill towards her.

“Yeah, Carter thought you packed it in and took the
walk of shame,” Alex added.

Carter slapped Alex upside the back of the head. “I
did not,” He shouted.

“I had an appointment with Morgan.” She replied,
after taking the carrot out of her mouth.

“Everything okay?” Daniel asked.

“Yeah, it is now. Sorry… about before.”

“What? What happened before?” Alex asked.

“Knock it off, chipmunk,” Carter said, slapping Alex
again. “If they want to tell us all the sorted details… they
will.”

“Nothing happened,” Daniel and Kile shouted
together.

“Yeah, sounds like it,” Alex pouted, and then in
true Alex fashion, changed the subject. “Did anyone here sign up
for their chores yet? Tomorrow’s the last day. Don’t sign up by
then and they’ll assign you one, usually latrine duty.”

“Where do you get these rumors from?” Carter
asked.

“I signed up already,” Daniel said, and then paused
when everyone stopped and stared at him. “What?” He asked.

“Let me guess,” Carter replied, scratching his chin.
“Would it happen to be working for the healers?”

“Okay, so maybe it was obvious, but I still had to
sign up for it.”

“If you didn’t sign up for that, they would have
come looking for you,” Carter laughed. “What about you, Kile, you
choose yet?”

“To tell you the truth, I haven’t even thought about
it,” she said, taking another bite of the carrot.

“I think I’m gonna sign up for kitchen duty,” Alex
chimed in.

“Kitchen duty… you hated kitchen duty,” Daniel
said.

“Well, yeah, but I don’t really like any of the
others either, and if I don’t sign up for any of them, I’m bound to
get kitchen duty away. This way, it’s my choice, and besides, it’s
what I know.”

“There’s logic in that,” Kile said, pointing her
carrot at him. “He’s had kitchen duty more times then any other
cadet.”

When they reached the dorms there were people
milling around the lobby and in the halls, sniffing at the doors
and walls. A pungent odor lingered in the air.

“What is that smell?” Alex asked, pinching his
nose.

“Nobody knows,” one of the cadets answered. “But, it
seems to be stronger, further down the hall.”

Kile cringed. She had a feeling she knew exactly
where the smell was coming from.

“Found it,” somebody shouted. “It’s something in
this room.” He said, pointing to one of the doors.

“What is it?” Someone else asked.

“Don’t know, but it’s really strong in there, I can
smell it right through the door.”

Maybe this was a good time for Kile to take the walk
of shame she thought as she slowly back out of the dorms.

“Whose room is it?” Somebody else asked, and cadets
started to move down the hall.

“Isn’t that Eric’s room?” Somebody else
answered.

Kile stopped backing up. What was going on? She
recognized the smell form the uniform she left in the corner of her
room, only a lot more pungent, but why would the smell be coming
from Eric’s room?

“No, I think it’s in this room.” Someone else
yelled, but this one came from behind her. Kile turned around to
see a bunch of cadets clustered around a second door. What was
going on here? She navigated the crowded hallway back to her own
door, which somehow passed the sniff test. Whatever Eric used, to
bar her door, was now gone. She pushed it open, looked in, and
quickly slammed the door shut.

“What's the matter?” Daniel asked her.

Kile spun around, pressing her back against the
door. “Matter, nothing the matter,” she said nervously.

“I’d say you're acting strange, but lately, with
you, I wouldn’t know how to gauge that.”

“Yeah,” she laughed, not really listening to what he
said. “I… think… I’m going to bed. Good night.” She opened the door
just wide enough for her to slip through then closed it quickly
behind her.

Pressing her back against the door, she looked
around the room, which was completely filled with yarrow, yarrow
and roses. They occupied every surface, every ledge, every shelf,
and the entire floor. They were holding in their hands, and their
mouths, the last remnants, of what must once have been, a very
robust rose bush. The whole room smelled of roses.

“What is going on here?” She asked, trying to keep
her voice down. No sooner did she ask the question, her head
exploded with hundreds of small voices all talking at once.

“No, no, no, no one at a time… one at a time,” she
said, waving her hands at them. They all fell silent, looked at one
another, and then started up again.

“Wait, wait, please. Where is Vesper?” She asked,
she couldn’t see him among the masses, or maybe she just couldn’t
pick him out.

Another head popped up from the bottom drawer of her
dresser.

-Kile?-

He yelled, leaping from the drawer and running
across the heads of the other yarrow which filled the floor. Kile
stooped down to pick him up.

“Vesper, what’s going on here?” She asked.

-Vesper family, family help.-

“Help? Help how?”

-Vesper family help-

He said, and within those words she saw hundreds of
yarrow tearing off small pieces of her spoiled uniform, carrying
them through the walls of the dorm and hiding them within, what she
could only image was, Eric’s bedroom. Other yarrows brought in
roses, pulled off some poor ladies' bush, somewhere in town. The
roses were meant to replace the smell of the old uniform.

“You did this, for me?” She asked, looking at all
the yarrow who were all staring at her.

-Kile family-

Vesper replied, and so did every other yarrow in the
room.

“I wasn’t expecting company, or I would have picked
up something more on the way in,” She said, setting the carrots on
the ground, and then sat on the floor with her new family.
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Kile stepped out of the healing hall, still holding
her wrist. The healers informed her there were no broken bones,
only severe bruising. It didn’t matter how they diagnosed it, it
still hurt. She was careless, she left herself wide open and her
sparing partner seized the opportunity, as anyone would have.
Fortunately for her, the cadet held no ill will towards her. He
pulled his swing at the last moment, had he actually followed
through, he could have easily shattered her wrist. If it was
someone like Eric, or Rogers, she would be lucky to still have a
wrist. Three days of sword play, three trips to the halls, if
anything, she was getting worse.

It wasn’t she didn’t know how to fight, she knew all
the moves, she just couldn’t perform them very well. The weapons
were too heavy, too awkward in her hands. The whole concept and
technique seemed wrong to her, and it didn’t help with Master
Boraro standing behind her with every mistake she made, pointing it
out to the entire class as an example of what not to do. Somewhere
along the line the Weapon’s Master changed his tactics, now he was
no longer interested in just having her quite, now he wanted to
inflict as much pain and humiliation on her as possible before she
did.

“What did they say?” Daniel asked, jumping up from
the bench, just outside the door, as she walked by.

“Bruised, but still attached.” She said, waving her
hand.

“It was a low blow.”

“No, it wasn’t, it was a fair shot. I just couldn’t
keep my guard up.”

“Still, he knew you were having trouble, he
shouldn’t have been so hard on you.”

Stopping, she looked at Daniel. She knew he meant
well, but sometimes, some of the things he said, really annoyed
her.

“Why? Because I’m a girl?” she asked.

“Well… no… it’s not that… it was just that you were
having… you know… trouble. You couldn’t…”

“I couldn’t use a sword, that's what I couldn’t do,”
she finished for him.

“That’s not what I was going to say.”

“But that was what you were thinking. Do you think,
if I was out in the wild on an assignment, my enemy would go easy
on me because I was having trouble?”

“No, but you're not out in the wild.”

“No, and I won’t be, if I can’t defend myself,” she
replied.

It was as simple as that, before she could graduate
the Academy, she needed to show she could defend herself by some
means, of course that usually meant being able to wield a sword
effectively.

“I better get going, Luke will be wondering where I
got off to,” she said. “Same time? Behind the stables?”

“I wouldn’t have thought you’d be up to it,” Daniel
replied.

“Don’t have much of a choice do I?” she asked. “As
Carter is want to say, I need all the practice I can get.”

“You also need to let that wrist heal.”

“Yes, mother,” she said and waved good by to him
with her good arm.

Kile crossed the compound and headed towards the
stables. She knew Luke wouldn’t worry if she was late. He hardly
seemed to care if she showed up at all.

She went over the list of available chores and when
she found an opening for help in the stables, she jumped at the
chance. It was far better than anything else they were offering.
Besides, she enjoyed talking to the horses better than talking to
the other cadets. Of course, she could only do that when Luke
wasn’t around. She wasn’t sure what the stable hand would say if he
caught her conversing with a few of the mounts.

Joe Spence was waiting by the kitchen door as she
passed.

“You’re late,” he told her.

“It took a little longer at the hall this time,” she
said, holding up her bandaged wrist. The cook shook his head and
sighed as he handed her the carrots.

“One of these days, you are not going to leave that
field in one piece, young lady.”

“You’re probably right.” She replied, trying to get
away. She knew what was coming next. The speech about how young
ladies shouldn’t do such reckless things, how she should take up
knitting or sewing, learn to cook and settled down with a nice boy.
That was not what she wanted to hear and quickly ducked around the
corner of the kitchen before he could get started.

Luke wasn’t around when she entered the stables so
she greeted the horse one by one. By now, she knew each of their
names, both their real names and the silly labels their owners gave
them. Some of the horses liked their new names or their vir names
as they came to be called. Alex’s horse, whose real name was Ralo,
preferred to be called by his new vir name, Illusion. Where as
Carter’s horse, Sabal, whom he called Dirk, couldn’t care one way
or the other. She spent most of her time yesterday, after Luke
left, writing the horse’s true names on their plaques just below
their vir names, in the hopes some of the cadets would actually use
them, although she doubted they would even notice them.

“Hello Grim,” she said, holding out the carrot. “How
about today? Will you at least talk to me today?”

Grim turned his nose up at the offering and ignored
her by looking the other way, as he did the last three days she
tried to give him a carrots.

“Come on Grim. I said I was sorry, what more can I
do?” she asked, moving to stand in front of him, but the pony
refused to look at her.

“Fine, maybe tomorrow,” she said reluctantly and set
the carrot on the gate. She did this each day, and each day Grim
knocked it off.

Picking up the two empty buckets beside the door,
she set about doing her chores. Working in the stables was actually
a lot easier than she thought and not much different than the work
she did back in Riverport. The horses were the responsibility of
the cadets. As for the staff, for the most part, they looked after
their own, so it was really only the spare horses she took care of.
Beyond that, there wasn’t much for her to do. Luke did most of the
work before she arrived. He was hardly ever there during the day,
but when he was, he still didn’t give her anything to do. She spent
most of her time sitting and talking to the horses. They were not
as articulate as Kaza, but they were more vocal than the
yarrow.

One horse she did enjoy speaking with was an old
bay, who went by the name of Watersaber. He received his vir name
so long ago he forgot his true name. He was raised and owned by
Garrett Boraro, and while the Weapon’s Master had little use for
Kile, Watersaber was eager to tell her every story he knew and a
few he must have made up.

She learned quite a bit about the Weapon’s Master,
and the deeds he did in the service of the Hunter’s Guild. She
almost felt guilty for disliking the man. Watersaber told her the
story of how Boraro captured the Captain of the black water pirates
and how he was also honored by the king for his part in bringing in
Prince Jonland’s assassin. Alas, most of the stories were from a
loyal horse’s perspective, so she took them from where they came,
which, ironically, was straight from the horse’s mouth.

Taking the buckets to the well, to get them filled,
she didn’t see the stable hand standing in the shadows watching
her.

“I just don’t get you,” he said as she passed him.
His sudden presence startled her and, dropping both buckets, she
spun around, preparing to defend herself. When she saw it was only
Luke, she scolded herself for being so jumpy.

“Nice move,” he said, emerging from the shadows and
retrieving one of the fallen buckets.

“Sorry, sir, I didn’t see you there.” She replied,
and grabbed the other.

Luke walked with her down to the well, something he
didn’t usually do, and it made her a little nervous. He didn’t hang
around when she was working, he typically made himself scarce.

“For three days I have watched you ask that mountain
pony for forgiveness. What is it you expect him to do? What did you
do that requires his forgiveness?”

Okay, maybe he wasn’t so scarce. Did he really watch
her the last three days? Did he see her talking to Grim, or the
other horses for that matter?

“I’m not sure I know what you mean, sir.” She said,
filling one of the buckets.

“Don’t you?” He asked. “I’ve also seen the cadet’s
plaques. New names were written on them. You wouldn’t know anything
about that, would you?”

“Names, sir? I don’t think I understand what you
mean.” She said, taking the second bucket from him. She didn’t
really like lying to Luke. She just didn’t really know how to
explain everything to him without looking like a fool. Picking up
both buckets, and ignoring the pain in her wrist, she made for the
stables.

“Did you know those names are similar to the names
the Alverie gave their horses?”

That little bit of information stopped Kile in her
tracks. That was something she didn’t known, but then, why would
she. She didn’t make up the names. They were the names the horses
told her.

Luke took the bucket from her right hand and
proceeded ahead of her to the stables. She had to run to catch
up.

“You see, back when the Alva lived on this land,
they had, what some would call, a horse mistress or a Lamai. She
was a wise woman, whose job it was to watch and care for the
horses. When an Alverian rider selected a mount, they would take it
to the Lamai and she would tell the rider the horse’s true name.
Strangely enough, those names were similar to the ones written upon
the plaques.”

“How did she know their names?” Kile dared to ask.
The last thing she wanted was to prolong this line of conversation,
but she had to know the answer.

“It was said she ask them, and they told her.” Luke
replied, emptying the bucket into a large trough which supplied
water to several stalls. It usually took six or seven trips to
completely fill it up.

“Do you believe that’s possible?” She asked.

“The Alverie considered the horse to be one of the
sacred animals, blessed by the goddess Thaladona. The Lamai was, in
some ways, a priestess of Thaladona. Whether she spoke with the
goddess or the horses themselves was known only to her. She would
pass this knowledge down to the next Lamai.”

“Are there any Lamai left?”

Luke fell silent for a moment, and then took the
second bucket from Kile. He didn’t say anything, he just poured the
water into the trough, and although he stood beside her, he seemed
miles away.

“I don’t know,” he finally answered. “There are none
in this land. The Alverie left Aru… centuries ago, when they could
no longer live side by side with the vir. Whether they still exist
somewhere out there is anyone’s guess.”

There was a sad, far away look in his eyes, one that
suggested to Kile not to ask anymore questions about the
Alverie.

“Why don’t you call it a day?” He told her and took
the empty water bucket from her. “You should rest that wrist.”

“But there are things which need to be done.”

“I’ve been doing fine for years without any help. I
think I can manage one day. Besides, if you’re planning to practice
with your friends tonight, you’ll need all the rest you can get.”
He said, walking off.

She stared after him. He knew a lot more about what
was going on than he led anyone to believe.

Kile never returned to her room, instead, she went
behind the stables and sat in the secret little place she hid,
during her first year. There was a cool breeze blowing from the
north, which heralded the coming of winter once again. Where did
the time go? She ate the carrots Grim refused. She was actually
acquiring a taste for them, which would have made her mother laugh.
She had the hardest time, getting Kile to eat her vegetable, now it
was pretty much all she did eat.

Between thinking of home and wondering what the
Weapon’s Master had in store for her tomorrow, she must have dozed
off, because she was suddenly awakened by a hyperactive
chipmunk.

“Hey, Kile girl. See guys, I told you she would be
here.”

Kile blinked her eyes opened to see Alex standing in
front of her, pointing as he called to the others. He could be
really annoying sometimes, and if she felt a little more energetic,
she would show him just how annoying he could be.

“What time is it?” She asked, looking up at the sky.
The blue gave away to gray and there was a bit of overcast. It
looked as if they would be treated to rain tomorrow. She loved the
rainy days, she just didn’t like training in them.

“You missed supper, if that’s what you’re asking,”
Carter told her, sticking the two practice swords into the ground
and pulling on his gloves.

“I ate already,” she replied.

“You can’t live off vegetables. That’s why you can’t
hold a sword, you’re too weak.”

Spoken like a true carnivore, she thought.

“How’s the wrist?” Daniel asked. He took her arm and
felt the bandages.

“It’s still there,” she told him, pulling her hand
away.

“Hey, did you hear the news? Somebody broke into one
of the exhibits in the Great Hall,” Alex exclaimed. “They’re saying
a couple of artifacts went missing.”

“What exhibit?” she asked, although she was afraid
she already knew.

“Oh yeah, I heard about that. It was that dragon
slayer guy,” Carter replied, waving it off. “What was his name?
Quinton Nash, wasn’t it?”

“No, it was Qualon Nissa… or was it Nassa, something
like that,” Alex added. “He slew the Gattor dragon.”

“Quaineess Nyn, the slayer of Gator the Ash
Creator,” Kile corrected, returning to her seat

“Yeah… that's him, the Quinessa dude.”

“What was missing?” she asked.

“Oh… they said a set of scales, but I don’t remember
seeing any scales in the Great Hall.”

“Not scales you weigh with, stupid, scales like in…
fish scales,” Carter replied.

“Oh… I don’t remember seeing any fish scales
either.”

“That’s because they were supposed to be dragon
scales,” Daniel corrected.

So, that was what he was after, the two dragon
scales, but why? What possible interest were dragon scales to Eric?
Was there any monetary value in the sale of dragon scales, or was
it something more than wealth? She couldn’t really see Eric risking
his chances at the Academy, simply to pad his purse, there had to
be more to this than meets the eye.

“You okay Kile?” Daniel asked.

She focused back to reality.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” she said. “I was just
thinking.”

“Dragon scales or fish scales, I don’t care one way
or the other,” Carter said. He pulled one of the swords from the
ground and looking down the blade. “All that matters to me right
now is getting in a little practice.”

He tossed the sword to Kile, who grabbed it in her
right hand and regretted the action when a sharp pain ran up her
arm. She quickly switched to her left hand. If nothing else, it
drove any thoughts of scales out of her head.

“You’re really going to fight me left handed?”
Carter remarked and took his place in the small circle they made.
The object was to stay in the circle, but it usually got a little
out of hand and they would end up just about anywhere but the
circle.

“Actually, I thought I would just try to survive
with my left hand,” Kile replied and reluctantly took her place
opposite him.

“Suit yourself,” Carter said, before launching into
his first attack without warning.

She found herself put on defense, but then, she
usually ended up on defense. It wasn’t that she couldn’t read his
moves. That was the easy part. It was trying to get her sword up
between his weapon and her body, she was having trouble with, and
forget about countering. By the time she reacted to his openings,
he was well into his next move.

Her only means was to grip the sword with both
hands, but this had a tendency to throw her off balance, and what
with her right wrist hurting as much as it did, she wasn’t able to
follow through with any of the swings. Eventually Carter pushed her
back to the stable walls.

“Yield,” she said reluctantly as she stuck the sword
in the ground.

“Come on, Kile, you’re not even trying,” Carter
frowned and backed off.

“The sword is just too awkward.”

“You’re going to have to get the hang of it if you
want to graduate,” Daniel reminded her.

“Surely there are lighter, better balanced,
swords.”

“Well, yeah, kind of,” Carter replied. “But this is
the standard size and weight.”

“So, why can’t she just use a lighter one?” Daniel
asked.

“If you want to go lighter, then you’re looking at
the common short sword, which is like… half this length.”

“Good way to get yourself sliced up,” Alex
added.

“There’s always the chance of you picking up one of
the other weapons to study, like the mace, the flail, the battle
hammer, even the battleaxe,” Carter added.

“Oh yeah, I can hardly lift a sword. You expect me
to swing those things around?”

Alex started to laugh. “Yeah, she’ll get herself
going with one good swing and we won’t be able to stop her. She’d
probably screw herself into the ground,” he said.

“What about the staff?” Daniel suggested. “You were
pretty good with that.”

“Staves won’t cut it,” Carter replied. “It has to be
a lethal weapon, as explained by Guild Law.”

“Well, that’s just something else I’ll have to worry
about, later.” Kile sighed and pulled the sword from the ground.
“You’re next,” She said, holding it out to Daniel.

Daniel took the sword and took his place in the
circle, opposite Alex, who instantly launched into a wild attack.
He had no style, no finesse and would probably pass his weapon
evaluation, whereas Kile wouldn’t.

“Don’t sweat it,” Carter said, sitting down beside
her. “You’re getting better. You just have to work on some upper
body strength.”

“Somehow I don’t see that happening anytime soon,”
She replied.

 


Could the day get any worse? She wasn’t sure how,
but then she thought the same thing yesterday, and possibly the day
before. She stood in the rain, ankle deep in mud with sword in
hand, staring across at her opponent. Murphy stood opposite her
with a malicious grin on his face and she knew, no matter what
happened, it would not end well.

As soon as Master Boraro signaled the start of the
dual, Murphy launched his first attack. It was an over the head,
cleaving shot, which she found was typical of most of the boys at
the Academy. It appeared to be the ‘lets end this as quickly as
possible’ maneuver, it seldom worked. She diverted the shot and
knew it would probably be the last one she would deflect that
easily. She even managed to attempt a counter attack, but was too
slow. When she attacked, he wasn’t there, in fact, she lost him
completely. She spun around to see him getting up, out of the
mud.

Kile waited until Murphy got to his feet. He wiped
mud from his face and out of his mouth, before he could do anything
else. She could have ended the battle quickly, by scoring a hit
when he was down. This, although unsportsmanlike, was acceptable in
Master Boraro’s world, but she couldn’t do it. She had been there,
picking herself up off the ground enough times to know, it was
humiliating enough.

When he was finally able to see, he couldn’t find
his sword. Kile nudged it over to him. He quietly thanked her,
before retrieving it and getting back into position. His second
attack was lower and slower than the first. She parried and used
the slickness of the mud to slide around him. Trying to turn with
her, he went down on one knee. She hesitated, he didn’t. Murphy
lunged at her from his kneeling position. It was clumsy and ill
aimed, but it surprised her. Jumping back, she lost her footing and
went down. Not wanting to be an easy target, she quickly rolled to
her feet and took a defense stance, only to see Murphy go down
again. This was too much, she thought, sticking her sword into the
ground. She went over to help him up.

“What are you doing, cadet Veller?” Master Boraro
demanded, coming up behind her.

His sudden appearance, and loud voice, startled her,
and she let go of Murphy’s hand. The cadet fell backwards, into the
mud.

“He is your enemy, cadet. Would you show that much
compassion for a valrik who was trying to cut off your head?”

“No, sir,” she replied, helping Murphy to his feet,
although she wasn’t sure how much help she was, the guy was twice
her size.

“Then what do you think you’re doing?” Master Boraro
demanded.

“I am showing compassion for a fellow cadet who is
not trying to cut off my, sir.”

Mouthing off to Master Boraro was not the smartest
thing to do, which was evident by the pulsing vein in his forehead.
Other instructors might have belittled her or ridiculed her if she
tried to be too smart, Master Boraro, on the other hand, was a
simple man. He would just knock her upside the head, preferably
with a mace or a large club. As it was, he simply turned and walked
away.

“What crawled into his shorts, this morning?” she
mumbled, handing Murphy his sword.

“Thanks,” the boy replied, and this time, he meant
it.

“Look, I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of the
mud today, how about we just… you know… take it a little easy.”

“Yeah… okay,” Murphy nodded and took his position.
“You wanna… try attacking me for a change?”

“Are you sure?” she asked. She was a little
surprised he would even suggest such a thing.

“I could use some more practice defending
myself.”

“Well… yeah, okay,” She said, taking her position,
but before she could start, Murphy held up his hand.

“Hold on a second,” he said, looking around the
list.

Kile also surveyed the rest of the field, only to
see cadets falling everywhere. They were covered from head to toe
in mud. This was defiantly not the environment for sword fighting
as the rain fell constantly. She looked at Murphy, thinking the boy
had changed his mind, but his eyes were closed and he was mumbling
something under his breath. She saw Morgan do something like this
before, and realized the cadet was using his Edge. Her first
thought was to defend herself, but she decided to give Murphy the
benefit of the doubt. It was a serious violation of the code for
one Hunter to use his Edge against another, and even though they
weren’t Hunters, yet, it still applied to cadets. She couldn’t
believe Murphy was willing to break the code. It was a one way
ticket out of the Academy.

The ground, beneath her feet, hardened and the mud
began to dry. Where the rest of the field was six inches deep in
mud, around where they stood, it was less than an inch. He looked
up, smiled, and nodded he was ready. Kile launched her first
attack.

She wouldn’t say, she learned a lot from Murphy, but
it was a refreshing change to leave the list without having to
visit the healers first.

“You know, Murphy, if you really want to practice
your defense, you can always spar with us,” she told him as they
returned their swords to the rack.

“Really?” he asked. There was a note of excitement
in his voice, but it quickly died. Kile followed Murphy’s gaze, and
found Eric standing beside the open gate with Roger, and the two
didn’t look very pleased.

“That might not be a good idea,” Murphy replied.

“Look, Murphy, I don’t want to tell you your
business, or anything, but there were a few things Master Boraro
said which made sense, and one of them was, being a Hunter meant
being alone. It may not actually be true, but it does mean you’re
going to have to make decisions for yourself.”

“Yeah, well… sometimes that’s easier said than
done,”

“If you change your mind, we meet on the far side of
the stable, just after the chores. You’re always welcome.”

“Thanks,” He mumbled, walking away.

She wasn’t sure what the others would say with her
inviting Murphy to their sparring sessions, not that she thought he
would come. She never really had a problem with him, unless he was
around Eric, which was just the older boy’s influence.

Kile changed her uniform, retrieved her carrots from
Big Joe and made her way to the stables. Assigned chores usually
don’t start until after the supper shift, and that was still an
hour away, but Kile had very little else to occupy her time, and if
she could avoid the dining hall, that was even better.

The stables were quiet, and Luke was nowhere to be
seen, of course now she knew it didn’t actually mean he wasn’t
around. She decided, if he wanted to watch her, there was little
she could do about it, but it wasn’t going to stop her from doing
what she usually did. She made her round, greeting the horses one
by one.

“Good evening, Grim,” she said, separating one of
the carrots and holding it out to him.

Grim turned his nose up at the treat and looked the
other way.

“That’s it,” she said, following his head around and
holding the carrot under his nose. “I can be as stubborn as you.
I’m not moving until you take this.”

Grim gave a loud snort, spraying her with, what she
could only imagine was, horse snot. He then turned completely
around in his stall and showed her his backside.

“Oh, no you don’t,” she said, walking around the
stall. “Give me one good reason why you won’t take my peace
offering.”

-I don’t like carrots.-

The response caught her off guard. His voice was
hard and unforgiving, but not nearly as loud as when he first spoke
to her.

“You don’t?” she asked. She was under the impression
all horses liked carrots. “What do you like?”

Staring at her, he said nothing. At first, she
thought he went back to giving her the silent treatment.

-Apples-

He suddenly replied.

“You like apples. I’m not sure if the cook has any,
but I can find out. Wait right here,” she said, setting the carrots
down and running back to the kitchen.

“What… you need more of the carrots?” Big Joe asked
upon seeing her.

“No,” She said, catching her breath. “He doesn’t
like carrots.”

“Not like carrots. What? He tells you this. Suppose
he tell you what he does like.”

“Actually, he says he likes apples.”

“Apples?”

“If you have any.”

“I did. I don’t now.”

“Why not, what happen?” she asked.

“I make apple pie for the staff’s supper,” the cook
replied with a shrug.

Kile wasn’t sure what bothered her more, the fact he
no longer had any apples to give her, or that the staff gets apple
pie with their supper. Now what, she wondered, apples were apples.
What difference could it make?

“You wouldn’t be able to spare a piece of that pie,
would you?” she asked.

“What? For your horse?”

“Why not,” she replied. It wasn’t like there was
anything in the pie the horse wouldn’t eat, and it was better than
coming back with nothing.

“I tell you what. I give you two pieces, one for
your horse and one for you.” Big Joe laughed and sliced two pieces
of pie, placing them both on a plate and covering them with a
cloth. She thanked him and quickly returned to the stables.

She was glad to see Luke still wasn’t around. At
least, she didn’t think he was around. She wasn’t sure if he would
understand her feeding pie to her horse, and she really didn’t know
how to explain it.

“Apples,” She said, pulling off the cloth and
showing Grim the two slices of pie.

He looked at them, then at her, then back at the
pies.

-What is it?-

He asked.

“Okay, they didn’t have any apples, but they did
have apple pie.”

-Apple… pie?-

“Yeah, it’s made from apples. If you like apples,
you’ll like this,” She said, although she wasn’t sure if it was
true.

Gently picking up one of the slices, she held it out
to him. Grim sniffed it first, then opened his rather large mouth
and took the slice, as well as her hand, in one bite. Fortunately,
he didn’t actually bite. He just sucked the pie off, leaving her
with a rather slimy hand.

“Glad you like it.” She said, wiping her hand on her
tunic.

-Apple pie.-

Grim said again, and there was a strong feeling
attached to those simple words. This horse didn’t just like apple
pie, he loved it.

Kile quickly scooped up the second slice and held it
out to Grim, who, once again, swallowed it, whole.

“We’re going to have to work on your table manners,”
she said, wiping her hand on her tunic, again.

-More?-

“Oh come on, you had two slices,” she said, setting
the plate aside. “I suppose I can’t tempt you with a carrot stick
then?”

Grim snorted.

“Worth a try,” she said and took a bite of the
carrot.

-I… forgive you.-

“Really?”

-I said it, didn’t I?-

“Yes, thank you, Grim, and, I am sorry, about what I
did.”

-Then there is no need for you to come back here
anymore.-

He said, turning his head away from her. There was
sadness and loneliness in those words. Was he refusing to forgive
her, because he was afraid she would stop coming?

“Don’t you want me to come back?” she asked him.

-There would be no point.-

“Couldn’t I just… visit with you?”

Grim turned to face her.

-Visit?-

“Well, yeah, you know, visit you. See how you’re
doing. I can’t promise to bring you apple pies every day, but maybe
once in a while, when I can get the cook to part with some.”

-Visit? I can’t stop you if you wish to visit-

As harsh and as stubborn as this horse was, she was
beginning to understand him. He lost everything to the vir, his
freedom, his family, his land, the only thing left was his dignity,
and he was holding onto it with all four hoofs. He would never let
on he enjoyed her visits, but she could see it in the images which
surrounded his words.

“I better get my chores started,” she said.
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“I am not looking forward to this,” Alex said,
sliding his empty tray to one side. Even when depressed he never
lost his appetite. “Illusion doesn’t even listen to me, how am I
going to put him through his paces?”

“His paces?” Kile asked.

“That’s right. You missed the first class, didn’t
you?” Carter said, finishing the last of his breakfast. “Master
Pike wants to see how well we can control our horses.”

“We’ve only just started riding, or I should I say,
you guys, only started riding,” Kile replied.

“I don’t think it’s anything major. Just some sort
of obstacle course, to see how well we can handle the horses, sort
of like an evaluation.”

“What kind of obstacle course?”

“Nothing too special, I wouldn’t think. A couple of
jumps, maybe a hill or two, you know, the usual stuff,” Carter
explained. “But you don’t have to worry about it. You still have to
choose your horse.”

Kile wasn’t sure if she was looking forward to this
day or not. Master Pike informed her, they were brining a few
horses down from the north field, for her to choose from. Although,
she was thrilled with the idea of choosing a more suitable mount,
she did feel sorry for Grim. For some reason, the mountain pony
ignored her for the last two days. All the progress she made, in
gaining his trust, was for nothing. Luke reminded her, that if Grim
wasn’t going to cooperate with her by the next riding class, then
she would be forced to choose another horse, and Grim would be sent
to the Northern Province. The next class was today and Grim didn’t
appear to change his mind.

“Hey, Kile, you’re good with animals,” Alex stated,
snapping her out of her thoughts.

“What? What do you mean by that?” She asked
defensively. She shot a look at Daniel, who just shook his head.
Did Daniel tell the guys about her Edge? She felt kind of bad
keeping it from them, but on the other hand, she didn’t want to be
teased about it either. It was one more thing about her that kept
her from fitting in.

“I only meant you work in the stables and seemed
very comfortable around animals. They just seemed to take to you,”
Alex replied. “I was wondering if you could, you know, give me some
pointers or something. Tell me how to get on his good side. Let me
know what I’m doing wrong.”

“Like I did so well with Grim,” she replied.

“That wasn’t your fault,” Daniel added. “That horse
was just… well… evil.”

Evil? She wondered. Who was evil in their first
encounter? She didn’t like the answer.

“I’m not sure I’m the one you should be asking.”

“Please, Kile. I’ve seen you with the horses in the
stables and they really seem to like you.”

When had he seen her with the horses?

“Fine, okay,” she finally agreed. “I guess I can
talk to him for you.”

“Talk to… who?”

“YOU, I mean I can talk to you if you want.”

“Ooookay,” Alex said, slowly getting up from the
table. “Looks like Kile girls out of it, again.”

“Very funny,” she said, grabbing her own tray. “Why
did you name him Illusion anyway, don’t you think it’s a bit of a
give away?”

“First name that came to mind, it’s better than
Dirk.”

“Hey, what’s wrong with Dirk?” Carter asked, pushing
past Alex and tossed his tray onto the counter.

“What is a Dirk?” Alex asked. He emphasized the word
each time he used it, making it sound as if he was cursing.

“A Dirk happens to be a small sword, or a large
dagger, depending on how you want to look at it.”

“A weapon, you named your horse after a weapon, how
original.”

“Better than Illoooooosion,” Carter mocked.

“Dirk,” Alex replied under his breath as they walked
out of the dining hall.

They headed towards the stables to retrieve their
horses for the morning class. Kile went along for the walk. Her
horse would be in the paddock just outside the western gate,
although it wasn’t her horse yet. She still had to choose from the
horses which were brought in from the north field.

Leaning against the fence rail, she watched as the
cadets took advantage of the little time they had before class. It
was a vain attempt to get better acquainted with their mounts. Most
of theses cadets hadn’t seen their horses all week, not since the
first class, even if it was their job to care for them. They just
parked them in the stalls and forgot about them, expecting them to
be there upon their return. Horses were supposed to be the most
important aspect of the Hunter, if they didn’t care for their
mounts, what kind of Hunter would they turn out to be?

For the last week, she fed them, watered them, and
even brushed them down, although it wasn’t part of her chores. She
knew each one of these horses better than their owners would ever
know them, and it pained her to see which rider each horse was
saddled with.

She watched as cadets tripped over each other and
their equipment trying to saddle their mounts. It was easy to tell
the difference between those who did know how to ride and those who
didn’t, simply by the way they acted around their horses, and the
way the horses acted around them. She could hear the complaints on
both sides, and amused her on how similar they both were. It was
then she noticed one of the horses having a bit of trouble with her
cadet. The horse started to shift from side to side and even
attempted to buck him off when he finally got settled into the
saddle. She didn’t know the cadet, but she knew the horse, and the
mare wasn’t usually this temperamental.

“Excuse me,” she said, waving her hand and
approaching the cadets.

As she crossed the yard, the other cadets ignored
her, but the horses stopped to acknowledge her. She explained to
them before she couldn’t talk to them when there were other vir
around, but it didn’t stop them from greeting her as she walked
by.

“What do you want?” The boy asked from high atop his
horse.

He was a tall, thin, boy with a mop of blonde hair.
She saw him around the compound, and probably even sparred with him
once or twice, but she couldn’t recall his name. Not that she
really cared enough to try. The horse, on the other hand, she did
know. Her vir name was Sun Dancer, which, compared to some of the
other names, wasn’t that bad, but of course, that was her vir name.
Her true name, the name Kile knew, was Lionora. She was a quiet,
polite horse, rather laid back when compared to some of the others,
so for her to behave in such a manner, Kile knew there must be a
reason.

“You appear to be having some trouble,” she said
when she got closer.

“What’s it to you?” the boy replied.

It was never easy. She ignored the cadet, and,
taking hold of the reins, tried to calm Lionora down. She ran her
hand across the horse's nose and whispered in her ear, so only she
could hear.

“What’s the matter?”

-Pain-

It was a single word, but to Kile its meaning was
strong.

“Where?” she asked.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the boy asked,
trying to pull the reins from her hand. He tried to move his horse
away from her, but Lionora refused to obey her rider, she was
listening to Kile. By now a small group of cadets had gathered
around them. Everyone wanted to see what the strange girl was up to
now. She was starting to get used to being a spectacle, she didn’t
like it, but she was getting used to it.

“Which side?” Kile asked, keeping her voice down so
as not to be heard.

“What? What are you talking about? What are you,
some kind of nut, let go of my horse.”

Kile moved around to the left side of Lionora, never
releasing the reins, never giving control back the cadet. She ran
her hand down the horse’s side, sliding it under the saddle blanket
and soon found the problem. A small metal fastener on the saddle
had sheared off, leaving a sharp edge which was now sticking into
the mare’s side. The wound was fresh, the blood was warm. Every
time the rider shifted his weight, it drove the metal shard deeper
into the horse’s side, it was no wonder Lionora was in the state
she was in. The rider, in his rush to get to the training field,
never inspected his saddled before throwing it on the back of his
horses. She slid her hand between the metal and Lionora’s side to
keep the horse calm.

“Get off,” She told the cadet. She could have been
more polite about it, but she was more worried about Lionora than
the boy’s feelings.

“What?” he responded.

“I said get off, you’re hurting her.”

“Says who?”

Kile was just about to pull the kid off his mount,
when she heard murmurs among the other cadets and they began to
part.

“What’s going on here?”

She was relieved to see Luke emerge from the
stables. He was maneuvering his way through the crowd which
gathered to watch the show.

“This girl is telling me to get off my horse.”

How anyone could say the word ‘girl’ with such
negativity was beyond her.

“Kile, what’s the problem?” Luke asked.

“Lionora’s hurt,” she answered using the horse’s
true name, “it’s the saddle.”

“That’s stupid,” the boy replied.

“Please, dismount,” Luke said. It was a bit more
polite than the way Kile asked, but it carried with it a little
more authority.

“It’s my horse,” the boy protested weakly.

“The horses are the property of the Academy until
such time you have proven yourself worthy of the title of
Hunter.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the cadet asked.

“It means, get off the damn horse,” Kile shouted. By
now every time the boy shifted his weight the shard of metal was
digging deep into her hand.

The cadet looked at Luke, and then reluctantly
dismounted. Only when the saddle was free of his weight did Kile
pulled her hand out from under it. There as a nice, long, deep
laceration on the back, but she didn’t let that stop her and she
quickly unfastened the saddle, letting it drop to the ground. She
could feel Lionora’s relief as the saddle fell away and the metal
shard, no longer dug into her side.

“Did you inspect your saddle, cadet?” Luke asked,
pulling aside the saddle blanket and revealing the open wound on
the horse’s side.

“Well, yeah, of course I did,” the cadet lied. He,
like every other cadet, was just in a hurry to get to class. The
welfare of the horse ran second to the training.

“Then you should have noticed the saddle was
damaged, and was causing your horse discomfort,” Luke told him.

Kile had to admire Luke’s demeanor. He had a way of
scolding somebody without raising his voice, and yet the person
knew he was being scolded. Kile’s method would have differed
greatly. Of course, it would have required a large lump of wood and
enough room to swing it. She flipped over the saddle and found what
she was looking for.

“Here it is,” she said, pointing it out.

Luke knelt down beside her and ran his hands over
the exposed metal, shaking his head.

“You will take this down to the Quartermaster and
have it replaced,” he told the cadet. “Then return here and treat
your horse’s wound. You can explain to Master Pike why you are
late, but I warn you, his love of horses is greater than his love
of cadets.”

“Yes, sir,” the cadet replied. Now he knew he was in
the wrong, he appeared a lot more civil, of course, Kile couldn’t’
say much about that. She didn’t exactly approached the situation in
a very civil manner.

“I’m sorry.” The cadet told her as he picked the
saddle up. “I… I didn’t understand.”

It was because he didn’t want to understand, she
thought, but she bit her tongue. He was trying to apologize and it
wouldn’t do for her to make any more enemies.

“Forget about it,” she replied.

To her surprise, he extended his hand. She hesitated
a moment before accepting it. That was when the boy noticed she was
still bleeding from the cut.

“Oh,” the cadet said, pulling his hand back, “are
you alright?” There was a general note of concern in his voice
which made her smile.

“I’ll be fine, just get that saddle seen to,” she
told him.

The cadet nodded, his eyes never leaving the blood
on her hand. He hoisted the saddle on his shoulder and, struggling
under the weight, started off down the hill.

“There you go again, helping the helpless.” Daniel
said, stepping away from the crowd, which was now beginning to
disperse. They appeared a little disappointed. They were probably
hoping for a good fight or at least for her to get knocked down,
which always seemed to improve their mood.

“Yeah, well, if we don’t then who will?”

“But you always seem to come out on the hurting
end.”

“Yeah, but that’s why I keep you around.” She said,
holding her hand out to him.

“I’m gonna start charging you for this.” Daniel told
her. He effortlessly fell into his Edge and ran his finger down the
new injury. She could feel his energy pulling the laceration
closed. It was the easiest type of wound to heal, or so he told
her, just fuse the skin back together. It was still an amazing
skill which never ceased to impress her. When she wiped away the
blood, the wound was gone.

“How about Lionora?” she asked.

“Lionora, you mean the horse?”

“Yeah, you can heal her too, can’t you?”

Daniel looked at the horse, and then at Luke, who
just stepped back. It was his way of giving Daniel his approval,
although he would never ask the cadet to do it. Daniel approached
the mare, laying his hands on either side of the wound. He quickly
fell into his Edge. If Kile didn’t know better, she would swear she
saw the magic flow from Daniel’s hands into the horse’s side, like
glowing blue tendrils which moved like water, unlike the black
molasses she experienced with the Maligar, yet there seemed to be
some connection. Did the arts actually have color, she wondered? It
brought back images of the meditation orb Morgan used. She always
assumed the color was created by the orb, not by the magic. Now,
seeing the blue strands of magic Daniel weaved, it would appear
otherwise.

When Denial stepped back from Lionora, Luke ran his
hand over the horse’s side with a note of admiration.

“You do realize he will not learn much from this,”
Luke pointed out and took Lionora by the reins, leading her back to
the stables.

-Thank you-

The mare replied, following the stablehand.

Kile watched Lionora go and felt she accomplished,
at least, one good thing today. She turned around and almost
collided with Alex, who was jumping up and down in front of
her.

“That was so cool, how did you know?” he asked.

“That?” Kile said, waving it off. “That was…
nothing. I just noticed the horse was uncomfortable.”

“You are so helping me with Illusion,” Alex replied,
running off to the stables.

“You keep this up, you’re going to gain yourself a
reputation,” Daniel grinned.

“I thought I already had one of those,” she
replied.

Kile spoke with Illusion, who, it would appear, was
a bit of a practical joker and was just having fun at his vir’s
expense. The seal bay stallion did agree not to over do it during
training and would behave himself. Kile could only take his word
for it. She did give Alex a few pointers, although her knowledge of
horsemanship was limited, it gave him the feeling he was in control
of the horse and not the other way around. It was funny how the
truth was so far from reality.

When she was sure Alex was set, she walked over to
where Grim was standing alone.

“I brought you something,” she said, and pulled an
apple from her pouch. “I’m afraid it’s not a pie, but that would
have been a little difficult to explain.”

Grim took the apples gently from her hand, and in
one bite it was gone.

“I better get going. They’re expecting me to choose
my horse before class,” She said, turning to leave. “I wish you
were out there.”

“Are you coming?” Daniel asked. He led Miliea out of
the stables.

She said goodbye to Grim and reluctantly
followed.

Miliea was still a little uncomfortable around Kile,
and she couldn’t blame the mare. She had seen her at her worse,
totally consumed by the Maligar. She wasn’t sure how, or why, but
the power of the Maligar invoked feelings of fear and dread in
animals around her. It was one of the reasons she swore she would
never use it again, and now she found she had to learn how to use
it in order not to use it.

Daniel pulled Kile up behind him and they followed
Carter and Alex through the eastern gate. The open field, outside
the walls, was already starting to fill up with a number of cadets
who were trying to get in as much time with their mounts as
possible, before Master Pike showed up. Dismounting, Kile walked
over to the paddock where six new horses grazed. One of these, she
thought, would be hers. Although they were all very beautiful
horses, none of them really stood out, not that she was going to
tell them that. She moved from one to the other, greeting each in
turn. They all seemed pleasant enough, she thought, but it was a
bit awkward. It was kind of like shopping at the rumored slave
auctions in Calastoon.

Another group of horses exited the eastern gate and
more cadets began to arrive. Leading this new group, upon a large
palomino charger, was Master Pike. The man never looked very happy,
and she wondered why he even wanted to teach at the Academy. It was
clear, he didn’t like his job. He rode to the open field,
dismounted and started removing his gloves. It was a ritual for him
as he made a show of pulling off each one and neatly folding them,
then slipping them into his belt. The cadets began to line up
alongside their mounts in the field around him. Kile stood off to
one side and watch.

He examined the cadets, but more importantly, he
examined their horses, making sure they were well kept and well
cared for. She may not have liked the man, but she could respect
his love of horses. She even went as far as to reevaluate her first
impression of him, maybe he wasn’t as bad as thought, but that was
until he turned around and looked at her. Rolling his eyes and
sighing, he started towards her. She braced herself for what was
about to come.

He hadn’t said two words before a loud crash rang
out from somewhere inside the Academy. It was loud enough to
silence even Master Pike. The guards on the walls left their post
to investigate and the cadets stood watching in silence. When
nothing else happened they turned their attention back to the
business at hand, which happened to be Kile.

“Are you ready to choose your mount, cadet Veller?”
Master Pike asked, pulling his gloves from his belt and flapping
them in her direction.

“Yes, sir,” she replied, and she turned towards the
paddock.

“Take your time,” he said, although it sounded more
like ‘hurry up’ as he stood right behind her, slapping his gloves
into the open palm of his hand. “A Hunter and his mount are as one.
You are alone in the wild, the only one you can count on, is your
horse, choose carefully.”

Nothing like a little added pressure, he must get
his material from Master Boraro. Both men seem to focus on the
lonely existence of the Hunter.

She tried to ignore the Horse Master and walked
passed the six horses once again. If this was to be her mount, she
wanted to make a careful decision, not be pressured into it by an
impatient man and his slapping gloves. She already narrowed down
the selection and was torn between a chestnut mare by the name of
Fionlia and a light bay stallion named Karisia.

The occasional sigh from Master Pike to hurry her
up, only slowed her down. She suspected he knew what kept her from
class last week and why she ended up with Grim in the first place.
For starters, why was Grim there? Surely someone like Master Pike,
who prides himself on his knowledge of horses, would never have
overlooked a mountain pony among the herd. She would make him wait
until she was ready to choose her horse. The other cadets were also
getting impatient as was evident by a few muffled comments thrown
in her direction.

She was just about to make her selection when an
even louder crash could be heard from within the Academy. The two
guards on the western gate left their post again and ran inside.
Whatever was making the noises was loud and very aggressive.

“Wait here,” Master Pike told the cadets and started
towards the commotion.

He only took four or maybe five steps, when
something struck the western gate. Something inside the Academy
wanted out, and wanted out now. One Hunter was thrown back as the
gate flung open, the other was lucky enough to jump aside. Master
Pike didn’t advance any further, he reached for his sword.
Unfortunately, he was wearing one.

There was an eerie silence and everyone stopped to
stare at the open gate, waiting to see what would emerge. They
didn’t have to wait long. A large black, hairy mass stepped out,
two guards with ropes were trying to hold it back, but their
efforts were in vain. Grim stopped, only for a moment to get his
bearings, then started down the road at a slow, even pace, dragging
the two Hunters behind him. They were no more than rag dolls
hanging on bits of string and the mountain pony didn’t seem to take
much notice. Turning to the open field, he headed towards the
cadets. When he hit the grassy ridge the guards could no longer
hold the ropes and were finally forced to let go, that’s when the
mountain pony turned his attention to the paddock. Reaching the
fence, which held the horses, he lifted one large platter sized
hoof and brought it straight down over the wooden cross beams,
easily splintering them under his weight. With nothing to stop him,
he entered the paddock and pushed his way past the other horses to
stand in front of Kile. One stern look from the large black
mountain pony, and the other horses quickly backed down. Everyone
stood in silence, waiting to see what would happen.

-Sorry I’m late.-

His voice boomed in Kile head, and she could tell
the mountain pony enjoyed the chaos.

“I think I’ve selected my mount,” Kile called out to
Master Pike.

“Impossible,” he roared, running up behind her.
“This is an outrage. This ill mannered, beast of burden is not a
suitable mount for a Hunter.”

There was actually a compliment hidden in that
statement, since he did refer to Kile as a Hunter, although she was
sure he didn’t mean it.

“You told me to choose a mount, sir. He was suitable
last week.”

“The circumstances then were different,” Master Pike
replied, grabbing one of the ropes which was still tied around
Grim’s neck. “He is going back to the stables.”

Whipping his head around, Grim pulled the rope and
the Horse Master with it. Master Pike was yanked from his feet and
tossed unceremoniously onto the ground. This wasn't helping Kile's
position.

“This ill mannered, flea bitten, beast of burden,”
he cursed, getting to his feet. “This… this thing will never
be a Hunter’s mount.”

“On the contrary, I don’t see a problem with
it.”

“Nobody cares what you think,” Master Pike remarked.
He turned around to see a tall, dark haired, man with a well
trimmed mustache standing behind him. “Guild Master Latherby, I...
I’m sorry, I… I didn’t know it was you.”

“That’s hardly an excuse, is it?” Mathew Latherby
replied and walked past Pike to where Grim was now standing. He
untied the ropes and let them fall to the paddock floor. “It would
appear your mount has been chosen for you,” he said to Kile.

“It would appear that way, sir,” she replied.

“Do you accept him?”

“Master Latherby, you can’t be serious,” Master Pike
protested.

“There is truth in that, I can never be serious. It
bores me so,” Latherby replied, winking at Kile. “But it would
appear this is out of my hands. He has chosen her as his rider, who
are we to deny that.”

“It is not the way things are done… it… it’s not
even a proper horse,” Pike exclaimed.

“As a matter of interested, Horse Master, there was
a time when Hunters thought about uses mountain ponies as their
mounts.”

“Really, sir,” Kile asked, she never read anything
like that in the history books.

“Oh, yes,” Master Lathery replied. “They are
wonderful animals. They can travel great distances without the need
for rest, food or water. They can navigate rough terrain and icy
surfaces, even rocky hill tops. They were well suited for the
Hunter’s needs.”

“Then… why don’t any Hunters ride them?”

“Because, they are foul tempered, ill mannered and
stubborn creatures,” Latherby replied with a shrug. “Nobody was
able to tame one… until now it would appear.”

Kile wouldn’t say she tamed Grim, nobody tamed Grim.
She just managed to befriend him, somehow.

“She still must pass the evaluation and ultimately
the final exam,” Master Pike pointed out. “If she can’t control it,
if she can’t pass the final exam, then she can’t become a Hunter.
That is written in the code.”

“What do you say, cadet Veller. Are you willing to
give it a try?”

“Yes, sir,” Kile replied, opening the gate to the
paddock and letting Grim out, not that there was much left of the
paddock, after the mountain pony stepped on it. “Thank you,” she
whispered to him as he passed.

“We don’t have a saddle suitable for… that thing,”
Pike pointed out.

“Do I need a saddle, sir?” she asked the Guild
Master.

Standing there for a moment, with a finger on his
chin, his eyes moved back and forth as if he was actually reading
the code book in his head. When he finished he looked down at her
and grinned.

“I don’t believe there is any place within the code,
which says you must have a saddle, although, I can see where it
would come in handy.”

“Then mount up, cadet.” Master Pike sneered. He
stepped back, his arms crossed over his chest. He was waiting for
her to fail.

Kile did ride Grim, on several occasions, but she
was usually thrown off as soon as she got on. Her technique was a
little unorthodox, not something she wanted to attempt while the
entire class was watching.

“How about a little help?” she whispered in Grim’s
ear.

-Fine, but just this once.-

Grim said and he lowered himself to the ground. Kile
grabbed a handful of mane and threw one leg over the pony’s back.
Grim slowly got to his feet.

“Don’t see any problem there,” Latherby
remarked.

“She still has to prove she can ride him.”

“Well, then, this should be very entertaining,”
Latherby added.

Master Pike walked to the center of the field. “Okay
everyone, mount up, mount up,” He yelled. “You will be following
the same course we took during the last class. Up, thought the
hills, down, through the river bed and back here. Those who don’t
know the way, follow the horse in front of you, and don’t get
lost.”

The horses began to move off, one by one, all but
Grim.

“Grim, what are you waiting for, come on,” Kile
said, trying to coax him into moving.

-Why?-

“What, what do you mean why. We have to follow the
other horses before they get too far ahead. I don’t know where
we’re supposed to go.”

-Here-

“What?”

-Here… the trail ends here. Why do I have to walk
all that way around the landscape just to come back here? We stay
here and the rest of those stupid horses can find us.-

“It doesn’t work that way. We have to follow the
trail.”

-Pointless.-

“So are a lot of things, but if we’re in this
together, you have to trust me on this.”

“Is there a problem, cadet Veller?” Master Pike
asked, walking up beside Grim.

“No, sir, No problem.”

“You don’t appear to be moving. Can’t control this…
monstrosity?” he laughed.

Monstrosity was probably the wrong word to use
around Grim. The mountain pony took his first step on the trail,
driving a platter sized hoof straight down on Master Pike’s boot.
There was a sickening crunch as his foot sank into the ground and
the Horse Master screamed.

“Grim… move,” She told the horse.

Grim reluctantly lifted his hoof, and Pike pulled
his foot from the mud as he hobbled off cursing. If the ground
hadn’t been so soft, there was no telling how much damage Grim
could have done, as it was, he was still a massively heavy horse.
Grim gave Pike a dismissive look, snorted, then started off down
the trail, at his own pace.

“I would have thought a Horse Master would have
known enough, not to stand so close to an ill tempered horse,” Kile
heard Lathery tell Master Pike as he helped him to his feet.

“You did that deliberately,” Kile whispered to
Grim.

-Of course I did.-

Grim replied, unapologetically.

-He was a condescending, annoying little fool.-

“That may be true, but he is still the instructor.
You can’t keep crushing the instructor’s feet.”

-Of course not, he only has two feet, which gives me
one more opportunity.-

“Look, we have to set some guidelines if this is
going to work,” Kile sighed, “Rule number one, we do not crush
instructors, no matter how much fun it might be.”

-Fine… suit yourself.-

It didn’t take them long before they finally reached
the back of the group, which was filled mostly with novice horseman
who were doing everything they could to keep from falling off their
horses. Daniel, Carter, and Alex held back, waiting for her as she
and Grim moved between them.

“You can’t be serious,” Carter said, eyeing Grim.
“You really plan on using that, as your horse?” he asked.

“Of course, what’s wrong with him?”

“Well, he’s ugly for starters,” Carter laughed.

Kile wasn’t sure what Grim had in mind as he started
to move towards Carter and Dirk. She gave the handful of mane she
was holding, a good jerk.

“Grim, no.”

-You're taking all the fun out of this.-

“Not during training.”

“You having a problem with that… thing?” Carter
asked.

Grim slowly turned his head and stared at Carter
from under the long locks of hair covering his face.

“It may be beneficial to your health, not to insult
my horse,” Kile advised.

“Yeah, I think you might be right,” he said, pulling
Dirk back and maneuvered him so Daniel and Miliea rode between
them.

“Does anyone know where we’re going?” she asked.

“Actually, you’re the only one who never completed
the trail,” Alex replied.

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” she mumbled. “Maybe
we should pick up the pace, so we’re not last.”

“Can you ride that -” Carter glanced over at Grim,
who was stills staring at him. The mountain pony’s eyes never left
the cadet. “- That noble steed?” he finished.

He didn’t mean it, but Grim accepted it with a loud
snort and turned his attention back to the road.

“Only one way to find out,” Kile replied. “You
ready, Grim?”

-Why not-

Grim said and suddenly broke into a gallop. He may
not be the fastest horse, or look as graceful, but his movements
were fluid and Kile had not trouble staying on. The others easily
caught up. Carter and Alex even pulled out in front, while Daniel
kept pace with Kile.

Carter was defiantly the most gifted horseman of the
group and rode Dirk with ease, but then Kile wasn’t surprised. The
boy was cut out to be a Hunter. Everything he did, bordered on
perfection, and at times it made her jealous. Alex, on the other
hand, was quite the opposite. He was not as bad as some of the
cadets, but he was nowhere near as good as Carter as he bobbed
around on top of Illusion, doing his best to hold on. The one
positive thing about Alex was, he didn’t fear failure. If he fell
off his horse, he would just laugh at himself and jump back on,
assuming he survived. That was something Kile hadn’t managed to
achieve. She worried too much about what others thought. As for
Daniel, he fell somewhere in between, which was probably why she
found it easier to talk with him than the other two.

The country side was incredible and they raced
crossed the open field towards the forest. It was the first time in
her life she really felt free. She cared about nothing, only the
feel of the horse and the sound of his hoofs. She knew Grim felt
the same way. When they hit the forest, Carter and Alex slowed
down, to navigate the trees, but Grim never did. He was starting to
catch up with them and she let him run, she trusted he knew where
he was going, and a horse would never intentionally collide with a
tree, at least she didn’t think so.

As the ground got steeper and the terrain got
rockier, the riders began to slow down, but mountain ponies thrived
in harsher environments. What posed as a barrier to the other
horses was nothing but a small obstacle to Grim. Taking the hill
side in leaps and bound, he never lost his footing or hesitated
even once. Kile wasn’t as confident and close her eyes. Grim ran up
the side of the hill. When he reached the top he stopped.

-You can relax now.-

Looking out over the landscape from the top of the
hill, Kile could see farther than she had ever seen before. The
whole world opened up before her and it was more beautiful than she
ever imagined. Past the forest, and the rivers, all the way to the
mountains which loomed in the distant north, their high, snow
capped peaks hidden in the clouds. The south gave way to great
fields and planes, all the way to the sea, and although she
couldn’t see it, she could picture it in her mind, and all the
places she would love to visit.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, taking it all in. It was
all hers, not literally, but there was nothing stopping her from
going. She could turn Grim in any direction she wanted and just
ride. Up to the mountains or down to the sea, she was free to
choose.

“What the heck was that?” Carter asked when he
finally reached the summit. “You don’t run a horse straight up the
side of a hill that steep.”

“You do if he wants to,” Kile replied, never taking
her eyes off the splendor of the view. Two more years, she thought,
then she would be out of the Academy. Another year on probation and
she would be a Certified Level Five Hunter. She would be able to go
anywhere she wanted, do anything she wanted.

“Hey, you alright?” Carter asked, riding up beside
her. “What’s the matter?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“It's just that… are you… crying?”

“What… no, no of course not,” she said, wiping the
tears from her eyes. “It’s just the sunlight.”

“Oh… okay.” Carter replied, although he did seem to
believe her.

“Man, that was cool,” Alex yelled when he and
Illusion topped the hill. “I’ve never seen a horse run straight up
the side of a hill like that, man you guys were almost
vertical.”

“That would be an exaggeration,” Daniel added. “But
not by much.” He and Miliea arrived last.

“Come on, we can’t hang around here all day.” Carter
said turning the buckskin mare back towards the trail.

Why not, Kile thought. It wasn’t as if they had
anything pressing to get back to. It was only when she followed the
others back to the trail, did she realized how far off the trial
they were. Grim went out of his way to find that spot and to show
it to her.

“Let’s see if you’re as good going down hills as you
are going up,” Carter challenged.

Sure enough, the mountain pony could navigate down
hills just as easily, if not easier, than he could climb them. It
wasn’t long before he passed Dirk, in what Kile would have sworn
was a free-fall maneuver. Instead of pulling up, as most of the
riders did, Grim ran head first, straight down the hill. His large,
platter sized, hoofs slamming into the ground. This time Kile kept
her eyes open, much to her dismay. They passed riders who were, at
one time, well ahead of them. Even the river, where some of the
riders stopped to water their mounts, didn’t slow him down. Grim
thundered past cadets, back through the forest, and broke out into
the clearing of the field, only then did he slow down.

-I assume we’re going back to the Academy.-

He remarked. The fact the horse wasn’t even winded,
surprised Kile, who, although she hadn’t been running, was still
trying to catch her breath. She recalled the way Latherby described
the mountain pony. A horse which could go long distances without
the need of food, water, or rest. The way he navigated the rougher
terrain put the other horses to shame. It was no wonder Hunters
considered the use of mountain ponies over the standard plains
horse. She was kind of glad they didn’t thou, because if they had,
Grim wouldn’t be unique.

“No rush,” she said, stroking his side. “We can wait
for the others.”

-As you wish-

It was several minutes before Carter finally caught
up.

“Okay, I give. If I ever say anything bad about that
horse, you have my permission to kick me in the ass,” Carter said,
riding up along her.

“Agreed,” she replied.

“Hey you two, this is not a race,” Daniel yelled. He
was beginning to close ground, and was followed by a wobbling
Alex.

“No one said it was,” Carter remarked.

“Well, you couldn’t tell by the way you two were
bolting through the forest. We almost lost Alex, twice.”

“I’m okay,” Alex said, still clinging onto Illusion.
“I think I’m getting the hang of it.”

“He is behaving himself, isn’t he?” Kile asked.

“Actually, he’s been pretty good all day. Whatever
you said to him, must have done the trick,” the cadet laughed. “If
only you had the same knack with instructors, this year would be a
breeze.”

They weren’t the first to arrive back at the Academy
grounds, but they definitely weren’t the last. Kile knew Grim could
have improved his time greatly, but she wouldn’t have given up that
view for anything.

Master Pike stood in the center of the field, his
boot was off and his foot was wrapped in a tight bandage. He
appeared more annoyed than usual.

“You will take your horses back to the stables,
brush them down and water them. After that… class is dismissed.”
Master Pike said when they rode past him. Kile knew enough to keep
Grim at a safe distance from the Horse Master, more for Master
Pike’s sake than for Grim’s.

“Well, it would appear we now have a Hunter who
rides a mountain pony,” Latherby called out from the paddock fence
where he was sitting. Kile nudged Grim towards him.

“I think I understand now, why they wanted to use
mountain ponies,” she remarked when they got closer.

“It’s a shame really,” Latherby replied. “Mountain
ponies are a wonderful breed. Strong, durable, it’s a shame what
the north folk do with them.”

Grim’s memory of his herd being driven off the edge
of the ravine suddenly came back to her. In a way, she was there,
she saw it all, and it still didn’t make sense.

“Why do they do it, sir? Why do they kill so many of
the horses, it seemed… senseless.”

“Well, to you and me it may seem senseless, but to
the north folk… well, they have their reasons. You see, they don’t
only use them as beasts of burden, they also use them as a food
source.”

“They eat them?” Kile exclaimed. The thought of
eating such an animal was barbaric, or at least it was to her.

“You have to understand, Kile, different cultures
have different beliefs, different values. You’ll realize this when
you become a Hunter, when you see first hand how other people live.
The things you take for granted, or think you find revolting, may
be prized among other cultures. Don’t be so quick to judge other
civilizations based upon your own yardstick, they seldom measure
up… or down. I am sure there are things we do which can equally be
considered strange or uncivilized to other cultures.”

“Yes, sir,”

“You better get back to the stables and brush him
down… there’s quite a lot to brush there.”

“Yes, sir,”

“And you are going to take full responsibility for
this horse?”

“Yes, sir,”

Latherby ginned. “Good. Then, I’m sure, Luke has
some work for you to do, when you get back to the stables,” he
said, walking off. Somehow, she was not comfortable with his
grin.

She rode Grim back down to the road and up through
the western gates. The guards watched nervously as she passed. She
gave them a slight smile and a wave, before continuing on. It
wasn’t until she reached the stables she realized what Latherby was
hinting at. One of the stable doors was hanging on by a single
hinge, and it was clinging to a splintered wall. The other door was
completely torn off and was now propped up against the side of the
building, a large, platter sized hole, marked the center. Pieces of
wood and debris littered the ground around the opening.

“Grim.”

-The door wasn’t open.-

Grim replied in his unapologetic tone which she was
starting to get used to.

“So you walked through it?”
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Winter came sooner than expected as the first snow
fell late in the evening and didn’t stop for two days. The Academy,
on the other hand, continued as usual. Training moved from the
physical to the mental. Weapons were put on hold, until the spring
thaw and books were kept well in hand, of which Kile was eternally
grateful. It was harder to be injured by a book than it was with a
sword, unless Voreing decided to throw one. Something he
occasionally did, when a cadet gave the wrong answer, or worse,
asked the wrong question. She was on the receiving end of a few of
those books, but they were poorly aimed.

Master Pike wasn’t ready to risk the horses in the
snow even if the cadet’s were. His evaluation of the skill level of
the class, as a hole, was less than glowing. He moved their
training into the stables, instructing the cadets on the upkeep and
care of their mounts.

The cadets in general began to migrate towards the
dining halls during the evening hours to suffer the cold nights in
the only warmth the Academy had to offer. All in all, everything
was running about normal, until two days before Winter’s Feast.

This was the first year Kile actually looked forward
to the festivals, this was also the first year she knew about them
in advance. Unfortunately, this was also going to be the one she
would always remember.

The morning started like every other morning, with
the tolling of the bell by Master West. Kile was already up and
dressed, waiting in her cell until the last possible moment. She
did not wish to leave the warmth which Morgan’s floating ball of
fire, provided, but there was no postponing the inevitable. She
closed the ball in its metal box, set it on the chest of draws and
told Vesper to behave, before venturing out into the hall. By this
time, the dorms were mostly empty. Only a very few, determined,
cadets were willing to brave the cold for the sake of their
privacy. She often wondered if Morgan handed out more of those
floating balls of fire. Seeing the guilty looks on the faces of
some of the cadets who emerged from their rooms for roll call, was
a strong indication he might have.

She pulled her brother’s hat down around her ears.
It was either getting smaller, or her head was getting bigger.
Either way, it was her only protection from the cold, aside from
the winter cloak which was too threadbare to keep the chill at bay.
She took a deep breath and charged out into the snow, with half a
dozen other cadets who were equally reluctant to brave the winter
morning. The cold was a shock to her system. Jumping from one foot
to the other, in a vain attempt to keep warm, they waited for the
morning rituals to start. More cadets began to file out from the
dining hall, coming down the hill and taking their place within the
field. If nothing else, the shear number of cadets standing around
provided some physical warmth, and shielded her from the winter
winds.

The first indication something was amiss, was the
lack of order. There were no third year cadets calling out the
names, no third year cadets standing beside the gate, ready to
close out stragglers, in fact, there was nobody running the morning
routine. The cadets stood in the toe numbing cold for what seemed
like half an hour before the office door finally opened. Sir Oblum
stepped out, into the snow, and walked across the small stretch of
ground to reach the fenced in area. His dogs didn’t escort him this
time, which was another clear indication all was not as it should
be. Pushing open the gate, Oblum took his place before the cadets,
saying nothing. He looked over the group silently. The always
fierce look on his face was replaced by one of a solemn nature. He
suddenly looked very old and very tired.

Master Adams emerged from the office next. He didn’t
look at the cadets. Instead, he headed towards the notice board and
started unrolling parchments, tacking them up one by one. Oblum
waited until he was finished.

“We have just received word as of last month, an
organized raid on three western outposts by the uhyre resulted in
the deaths of two hundred and twelve civilians… and fourteen
Hunters,” Oblum announced. His once powerful voice sounded as if it
was on the verge of breaking. He took a deep breath before
continuing. “Greenwater, Grover’s Den, and White Pines… are no
more. If you have family or friends in those locations, then you
have our condolences and the Guild will provide any means at their
disposal to help you in this time of tragedy. The names have been
posted on the notice board. Classes have been canceled until
further notice.”

He didn’t wait around to explain or answer
questions, not that there were any questions being asked. The
cadets just stood dumfounded in the snow. Two days before the
happiest night of the year was not the time to be thinking about
the death of so many. Some began to move back towards the dining
hall, some looked towards the eastern gate. Fourteen Hunters died.
It was a wake up call. If the entry examination couldn’t show the
dangers which a Hunter faces, then that cold hard fact did. A hand
full made their way to the notice board, Kile was one of them.

The everyday messages, such as the chore schedule,
the mystic arts appointment, even the lost and found list had been
covered up by five large sheets of parchment. Four of them were
bone white and bore the names of each civilian, in alphabetical
order. Groups of them listed with the same last name indicated
entire families were massacred. There was no other information, no
details, no ages, of which Kile was grateful. The anonymity of the
names was bad enough. To know if they were children would have been
unbearable. The last sheet was a soft green in color and edged in
black. Written upon this were the names of fourteen Hunters. Kile
looked down the list, and found the name she was looking for, and
wished she hadn’t. Third from the top, under the names of 'Sanders,
Craig' and 'Prain, Peters' was written in a shaky hand the name
'Treeman, Garret K.' The only thing she could think of was, he
promised to be at her graduation.

“Well, there are fourteen more openings for us, when
we graduate.”

Kile turned to see Eric, his greasy black hair
framing a smug face, his finger resting upon Tree’s name and the
only thing she wanted was to-

“You bitch,” she heard him curse. Someone grabbed
her from behind and was pulling her back. Master Adams appeared
from nowhere and was pushing cadets aside.

“We are not doing this, not now, not today,” he
yelled, although, she didn’t know what he was yelling about. Eric
was picking himself out of the snow, clutching his nose as blood
seeped through his fingers.

“Kile, stop,” she heard Daniel yell in her ear. She
tried to break free of his grip.

“That’s why girls shouldn’t be Hunters, they’re too
damn emotional.” Eric shouted, although his voice sounded more
comical since he was holding his nose to stem the bleeding. “If it
wasn’t for Silvia, you wouldn’t even be here.”

“You shouldn’t be the one to talk,” Carter shot
back.

“Enough,” Master Adams shouted. “Daniel, get Kile
out of here, Robert, take Eric to the healers.”

“Come on, Kile,” Daniel said through clenched teeth,
yanking her away.

Carter grabbed her other arm to help move her way
from the growing crowd. “Damn girl, what were you thinking?” He
asked.

She wasn’t sure what she was thinking, she wasn’t
even sure what happened.

“Just… let me go,” she said, shaking the boys
off.

Carter was the first to back off, then Daniel
released her, but both boys stayed close enough to grab her again
if she tried anything.

“What's the matter with you?” Daniel asked.

“What?”

“What? That’s a good way to get kicked out of the
Academy. It’s a good thing Master Adams was there and not Master
Boraro, otherwise, you’d be packing your bags now.”

“Why? What did I do?” she asked.

“You punched him dead in his face, is what you did,
you probably broke his nose,” Daniel told her.

“Damn good left hook, if you ask me,” Carter
laughed.

“It’s not funny, Carter,” Daniel said.

“He never saw it coming, never had a chance.”

She looked down at her hands, which were still
clenched. There were still traces of Eric’s blood on her knuckles.
She thought about doing it, she wanted to do it. She didn’t think
she actually did it.

“Well… he deserved it,” she said.

“Yeah, you’re probably right, but that's no reason
to lash out like that.”

“Tree’s name was on that list, you saw it, didn’t
you?” She asked, hoping, maybe she was mistaken. Maybe she just
misread someone else’s name.

“Yeah, I saw it,” Daniel said.

Pushing them both away she half ran, half stumbled
through the snow. Her first thought was to go back to her cell, go
back to her bed and hope when she woke up the next morning, it
would all have been a dream, but she knew it wasn’t practical. She
turned and made her way to the stables.

“Kile, wait,” She heard Daniel yell. She didn’t look
back, she didn’t acknowledge him. She just kept running, falling up
the hill twice before she finally reached the stable doors.
Throwing them open she expected a confrontation with Luke, but the
stablehand was nowhere to be found. It didn’t matter. She didn’t
want to speak with him anyway. She didn’t want to speak with
anybody at the moment. She just needed some space to think. She
made her way to the back of the stables, to the single stall which
held the only mountain pony.

“You ready?” She asked Grim, pulling open the stall
gate.

-For what?-

“To run.”

-Always.-

She grabbed hold of his mane and pulled herself up.
She didn’t have to tell him where she wanted to go, he already
knew. They came out of the stables at a full gallop, heading for
the western gate. The guards, seeing the hairy, black, beast
bearing down on them, did everything they could, to get the gates
open and get out of the way. The sound of the horse was deafening
as it thundered past.

Maybe Eric was right, maybe she was overly
emotional, maybe she was overreacting, but she needed to get out of
there. She didn’t have to stop. She didn’t have to put herself
through that. She could run to the sea or to the mountains,
anywhere was better than the Academy, anywhere was better than
being a name on a list. Was that what she was destined for, to be
just another name on a list for some greasy haired son of a… Lord
to point his finger at and mock. She wasn’t even supposed to be
here. They didn’t want her here. They made that perfectly clear.
Was she only here because Silvia? Did Silvia pull strings to get
her into the Academy? Was she only here because the Guild needed
another female Hunter? It didn’t have to be her. It could have been
anyone. If that was the case, then let them find someone else to
fill their quota.

Grim took the hill without slowing, running straight
up the side. His platter sized hoofs created their own footholds,
cutting through the ice and snow until he reached the top, only
then did he slow down. They broke the tree line and stood upon the
edge, looking out over the landscape once again. From up here, she
couldn’t see the misery. She couldn’t see the pain. She couldn’t
see the death. All she could see was the snow. It was like a clean
white blanket which covered the world and hid all the ugliness.

Sliding off the side of Grim, she fell on the
ground, cursing, she wiped the snow from her pants. There had to be
a better way of getting down, she thought.

There was no sound out here, only the whisper of the
wind through the trees, and of course the harsh breathing of an
oversized horse. Where to go now? They didn’t want her at the
Academy, and she wasn’t wanted back home, but that did leave her
the rest of the world. She must belong somewhere. Grover’s Den came
to mind. An entire town was gone. A western outpost was gone.
Garrett Treeman was gone. She sat down in the snow beneath a tree.
She wanted to cry, but she couldn’t, the tears just wouldn’t come,
so she just turned her face to the morning sun.

It only took fifteen minutes before they sent
someone after her. She couldn’t see who it was, but she could smell
them. A rider was somewhere on the path and heading in her
direction. It was a strange sensation to pick up the scent of
another vir. It smelled of leather and lavender, and whoever it
was, they were getting closer. Would it be a guard, or one of the
instructors? Are they coming to take her back? That didn’t seem
likely since she already concluded they didn’t want her. Were they
coming for Grim? What was it Luke said? He’s only your horse when
you become a Hunter, and she wasn’t a Hunter.

The horse and rider crested the hill and emerged
from the trees.

“It would appear that I am destined to keep finding
you,” Erin said, dismounting, which she did with more grace than
Kile. She was dressed in a set of drab green traveling clothes, a
thick cloak wrapped around her with the hood drawn back. Walking
towards Kile, she kept a cautious eye on Grim, who watched her with
equal distrust. Kile didn’t think Grim would try anything, or hoped
he wouldn’t, it was hard to tell what mood the mountain pony was
in.

“Did you come to take me back?”

“No, not really,” Erin replied, walking to the edge
of the hill and looked out over the horizon. “I never get tired of
this view.”

“I’m not going back.”

“Yeah, you are. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not going to
make you. You’re going to go back because… it’s what you want to
do.”

“Hardly.”

“For starters, you left all your stuff back there,
as well as your friends, and what about supplies? How far do you
think you’ll get without food, water, warm clothing? You know… the
basics.”

“Well… maybe.”

“You belong there, Kile.”

“You should know.”

Turning, Erin looked at her. “What’s that supposed
to mean?” she asked. It was easy to see why this woman made it as a
Hunter. She could look scary when she wanted.

“You’re the one who pulled the strings which got me
into the Academy.”

Erin started to laugh.

“Is that what you think? Maybe you haven’t been at
the Academy long enough. I’m in the same boat you are. It’s an
elite, male, dominated, organization. I don’t have strings to
pull.”

“Eric said the only reason I’m here, is because of
you.”

“Eric… Eric Rimes? That little punk, he’s one to
talk. Failed the psych evaluation two times in a row, showed no
evident of teamwork or even compassion for his fellow cadets, he
couldn’t even fill out the essay correctly. His father, the high
and mighty Lord Rimes greased a few palms to get his beloved
delinquent of a son into the Academy. Rule number one kid, in the
real world, money talks.”

“Should you be telling me this?” Kile asked.

“Probably not,” Erin replied with a shrug, “But
then, there are only the horses to hear and they’re not going to
tell anyone.”

I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Kile thought,
looking over at Grim, who was still watching Erin carefully.

“So… you didn’t influence the Guild?”

“As if the Guild would listen to me. The only thing
I did, the only thing I could do was sponsor you, although I had my
doubts.”

“About what?”

“Well, not about you being a Hunter, about putting
you through this. I knew you could make it as a Hunter, but I also
knew you would have to go through all this… garbage first. I hate
to be the bearer of bad news, but it doesn’t get any easier once
you’re out there.”

“Then why do I want to do it.”

“Because of that,” Erin said, pointing to the
horizon. “Sure you’re going to have to deal with the Guild and
you’re going to have to deal with clients who are hesitant to
accept you because you’re not a man, but the freedom, when you’re
out there, on your own, then you’ll understand.”

“And you think I can do that?”

“I know you can. It's your destiny.”

“I don’t believe much in destiny,” Kile replied,
kicking at the snow.

“Neither do I,” Erin laughed. “But let me tell you a
story. This was some time back and I was several years younger. I
just became a Level Two Hunter and was on my first bounty
assignment. I tracked this gulrik across three provinces and
finally caught up with him in the Fennel woods, some distance from
here. I got careless and he got behind me. Needless the say I
managed to apprehend him, but not before he gave me a descent scar
in an indecent place, one that I can’t really show you here. It’s a
little too cold.

“On my way back to the Guild House, I decided to
take a side trip to Baxter’s Bay. Ever been there?”

“Me, I’ve never been out of Riverport, until now,”
Kile replied.

“If you ever get the chance to go, take it. It’s a
beautiful place, good food, great shopping, a lot of bargains, and
the spas, I can’t begin to describe the spas. I figured I deserved
a little time off to recuperate, but when I reached the crossroads,
I saw it.”

“Saw what?”

“The most beautiful white stag.”

“White stag? Aren’t’ they supposed to be… like omens
or something?”

“That's what I always thought,” Erin replied. “So
there I am, torn between following this white stag, and taking a
holiday at Baxter’s Bay. Obviously I followed the stag, I figured I
could go to Baxter’s Bay anytime, a white stag was a once in a
lifetime experience.”

“So… what happen?”

“Well, I followed this stag for most of the day, but
eventually I lost it when I came to a small farming town. One of
the farmers spotted me and asked for my help. It seamed earlier
that morning, a child had gone missing in the woods and they
couldn’t find her. The parent’s were beside themselves with
worry.”

“Somehow I doubt the father was,” Kile added,
getting up and wiping the snow from her pants.

“Okay, now you’re going to spoil my story,” Erin
laughed.

Kile folded her arms across her chest and stared at
Erin in disbelief. “You’re telling me you followed a white stage
into Riverport?”

“I might have.”

“How much of this is true?”

“That’s for you to figure out,” Erin grinned. “The
point is. I arrived in Riverport that same day you got lost.”

“I didn’t get lost.”

“Do you remember the first time we met?”

“Well… yeah.”

“I thought I was looking for this lost little girl,
I figured I would find her huddled under a tree, crying her eyes
out. Instead, I find you sitting on a rock staring at me with this,
what took you so long expression. I knew right then and there,
there was something unique about this little girl.”

“So you thought, hey, she would be a great Hunter,
let’s torture her.”

“You don’t remember much of that night, do you?”

“Yeah, kind of,” Kile replied. It was true she
forgot quite a bit about what happened on the night she was lost,
although the dreams which followed did keep her up at night for the
next few months. She could never put the events in a proper
sequence. No matter how much she tried, there was just something
missing.

“What do you remember?” Erin asked.

What did she remember?

“Well, after you found me, you set up camp, which I
never really understood since it didn’t take you very long to find
me. You could have simply brought me back home that night.”

“Well, yeah, we probably could have, but I saw how
angry your father was and I figure, if his little girl was missing
the entire night, maybe he would be a little more sympathetic when
he got you back.”

Now it was Kile’s turn to laugh. “Fat chance,” she
said. “If anything, it only annoyed him more. When I got home, he
was furious. He grounded me for nearly a month, and that was after
the… discussion… we had.”

“Yeah, I am sorry about that.”

“You couldn’t have known,” she said, waving it
off.

“What else do you remember, about that night?”

“Well, I remember you cooking up some kind of stew,
and I remember the peppermint imps,” she said with a grin. “From
that point… It gets a little… confusing.”

“Do you remember the wolves?”

“Wolves?” Kile repeated, not really looking at Erin,
but looking past her, trying to recall the events of that night,
nearly six years ago. Yes, she remembered the wolves, sort of.

“They came down from the hills,” she said, more to
herself than to the Hunter. “I think there were five of them. They
circled us, and you drew your sword. The largest one attacked and…
you struck it… then another one came at you… and… I don’t know.
They ran away. You scared them off, somehow,” she said, although,
that was the part which never really fit together. It was like a
story with a few pages torn out. From the moment the wolves
attacked, to them running off. What happened in between?

After that, it was clearer. Erin brought her home in
the morning, argued with her father and was asked to leave. Kile
never got a chance to say goodbye.

“That’s what I thought you believed,” Erin replied,
nodding her head. “I read your essay, the one where you explain why
you wanted to be a Hunter. The one you wrote during the entry
examination. The problem was, it’s not what really happened.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I didn’t drive the wolves off that night.”

“Then who did?”

“You did.”

Now she was confused. She looked at Erin, trying to
understand, trying to bring the details of that night to the
surface. Most of it was lost, but she never knew why, until
now.

“When the wolves attacked, I knew we were in
trouble,” Erin said, looking out over the horizon. “I was careless
and I made a mistake. I knew I should have brought you home that
afternoon. I was hoping I could drive them off, kill one, maybe two
and the rest would scatter, but that’s not what happened. I struck
the first one, as you said. I got it pretty good, but I never saw
the second one until it was too late. I’m sure that would have been
the end of it, the end of me, but you told it to stop… and it did.
They all did. I’m not sure what happen that night, but those wolves
listened to you, they stood there, waiting for you to tell them
what to do. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. When you
told them to run away, when you told them to go home, I think
that’s what they did. All I know is they ran away. When they were
gone, you… collapsed. I put you to bed and sat up the rest of the
night trying to figure out what just happened. The more I thought
about it, the more certain I was you had the potential to become a
Hunter. It wasn’t just the wolves, mind you, but your whole
attitude. During the entire situation, you were never scared, you
didn’t panic, you never complained. You just took everything that
happened that night.

“At first, I was hesitant to put your name forward.
I knew what I went through and I didn’t want you to go through the
same thing.”

Erin watched as Kile put the missing pieces
together.

“You know what happened that night now… don’t you?”
she asked her. “You understand it, now.”

“Yes, I think I do… but it’s…”

Erin held up her hand. “That's alright, I don’t need
to know,” She said. “I imagine it has something to do with your
Edge, am I correct.”

“It’s a part of it… yes.”

“Fair enough,” Erin replied “As long as one of us
understands what happened that night, I can live with that.”

No one knows a Hunter's Edge but the Hunter and the
mystic who teaches them. It was part of the Hunter’s Code.

“If you didn’t want me to go through this, then why
did you sponsor me?” Kile asked.

“To tell you the truth, I really don’t know. Blame
it on the destiny, which neither one of us believes in,” She
laughed. “For some strange reason, I believe I was supposed to be
there that night, and I was supposed to find you. It only made
sense that I was the one to put your name forward. I didn’t know if
you would actually take the entry exam, but I knew what I had to
do. I placed your name on the list, the moment I got back to the
Guild Hall. Imagine my surprise when I found your name already on
the list.”

“What you do mean?”

“I mean, your name was already on the list. Somebody
beat me to it.”

“Who?”

“I never found out,” Erin replied. “Mystics can be
rather closed mouthed about such things, but ask them a question
related to their studies or about the arts in general and you can’t
shut them up. But, at least, it should tell you one thing. There is
someone else out there who believes you are supposed to be a
Hunter, and they aren’t the only one.”

Reaching into the pouch on her belt, Erin pulled out
something wrapped in a dingy white cloth. She handed it to
Kile.

There was a scent to it which was both familiar and
frighten. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to know what was inside.
Pulling back the wrappings carefully, she reveal a small golden
pendant in the shape of a tree, the one Garrett Treeman was wearing
the first time she saw him. It was the pendant his friends
purchased for him, the one he called his good luck charm, the one
he never took off. She looked down at the cloth in her hand. It was
torn off of something, and stained with dark black spots.

“It was delivered by a Hunter named Rick this
morning, along with the notice. He was supposed to give it to you
personally, but thought it would be better this way.”

“Me, why me?” Kile asked, still staring at the
stained cloth. She knew what those stains were, she knew who those
stains belonged to.

“Because, it was Garrett’s dying wish, for you to
have it. He believed in you, Kile. Why don’t you believe in
yourself?”

Kile clutched the stain cloth in her hand.

“I guess I’m ready to go back now,” she said, “To
face whatever punishment they feel is just.”

“Punishment, for what?” Erin asked.

“For what? For striking a fellow cadet, for stealing
a horse, for leaving the grounds without permission, I’m sure there
are probably a few others violations I might have missed.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” Erin said
dismissively. “Everyone’s on edge at the moment. Master Adams would
never report the incident and from what I heard, Eric deserved what
he got. As for stealing a horse, he’s technically yours as long as
you remain with the Guild.”

“I did leave the Academy without permission,” Kile
confessed.

“Hey, you’re out here riding with me, and I am a
Certified Level One Hunter after all. I think that’s permission
enough, but, you’re probably right, we should be getting back to
the Academy,” Erin said and grabbed the reins to her horse.

“What’s her name?” Kile asked.

“Elemia,” Erin replied and with on fluid motion she
was up and in the saddle.

“How did you come up with that name?” she asked. It
sounded like the Alverian names the horses used.

“Oh, that's another story for another time.” Erin
said, pulling her horse around and waiting for Kile to mount.

Grabbing hold of Grim’s mane, she already knew her
method of getting on the pony was nowhere near as graceful as
Erin’s, but before she could even try, Grim lowered himself to the
ground.

“Thanks,” She whispered in the mountain pony’s ear.
Swinging a leg over his back, she held on as he stood up. It was
priceless to see the look on Erin’s face.

“So, you really ride that… thing.” Erin said,
shaking her head.

“What? Grim?” Kile asked, stroking the horse’s
side.

“I’ve seen mountain ponies before, even had a run in
with one up north, but I’ve never seen anyone crazy enough to ride
one.”

“Then you haven’t seen anything, yet,” Kile said.
The pony charged forward and took the hillside in a dead run.

 


“So, what do you think?” she asked Grim as they
walked back to the stables. “Do you think I’m making a mistake
coming back here? I suppose you would have just kept running.”

-I think the female was right. I think you belong
here.-

“Really, a straight answer from you, will wonders
never cease.”

-You asked, I told.-

“Well, what about you? You okay here?”

-For two more years?-

Grim sniffed at his morning feed which he hardly
touched.

-I suppose I can tolerate… another two years…
providing.-

“Providing, providing what?”

-If I can get more… pie-

“I’ll see what I can do,” she laughed, shacking her
head. How could a horse get so hooked on apple pie was beyond her.
“They're not easy to get here at the Academy… but… once we’re out
here, on our own, things should be different,” she told him and for
the first time she believed it.

Touching the pendant on her tunic, she headed out to
the back of the stables. If she was going to keep her promise to
Tree, she would have to practice harder, and every chance she got.
Walking around the outside of the building, she stopped when she
heard the boys arguing.

“Not by me you weren’t”

“Look, I don’t want any trouble.”

“Looks like you found some.”

“I only wanted to get some practice in. I was
told…”

“Practice, I’ll give you practice.”

“I invited him,” Kile said, stepping out from the
side of the stables. She recognized Murphy’s voice and realized she
may have forgotten to tell the others, she invited him to practice
with them. That was a few months ago and she figured he wasn’t
going to take her up on her offer. It was as much a surprise to
her, he was here, as it was for the others.

“Kile girl,” Alex shouted, turning around.

“Where have you been?” Daniel asked, getting to his
feet. He was the only one not involved in the argument, but it
didn’t surprise her. He was probably the most non-confrontational
person she ever met.

“I had to clear my head,” she said, “Sorry I ran off
like that.”

“Did you really invite… him?” Carter asked, pointing
one of the practice swords at Murphy, who stood a respectable
distance away. Carter was gaining quite a reputation in the list,
and was turning out to be the guy to beat with a sword.

“Yeah, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you guys,” she
apologized, and then to Murphy. “I really didn’t think you would
come, but you’re more than welcome.”

“I’ve had a change of opinion lately.” Murphy
replied. “I thought about what you said and… it made a lot of
sense.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

She looked at Carter, who reluctantly lowered his
blade.

“What? What did you tell him? What made sense?” Alex
kept asking.

“Never you mind,” Carter said, slapping him upside
the head.

“So… it’s okay if I join?” Murphy asked.

“I guess. If Kile says it's okay, then it’s okay,”
Carter replied and handed Murphy one of the blank swords. “You play
offense or defense?”

“I need to work on my defense,” he replied.

“Good, that gives him someone else to beat on for a
change,” Daniel added from the side line.

Carter and Murphy took their position in the make
shift circle, although it had to be dug out of the snow first. It
wasn’t long before the familiar sound of swords clashing, rang in
the cold winter air. Alex opted for a ringside seat and Kile took
her place on the barrels beside the stable wall, where it was only
marginally warmer.

“So, where did you really go?” Daniel asked her.

“Riding,” she answered.

“There were some saying you took the walk of
shame.”

“Hardly,” She replied. “I was just out riding with
Erin Silvia.”

“You rode with Silvia?” Alex’s head shot around at
the name of the Hunter. Kile smiled. Would she ever become that
famous, she wondered. Alex quickly took a seat beside her. Erin
Silvia was slowly becoming the stuff of legends, and Alex was
always eager for a new story to add to his repertoire.

“What was she like? Is she nice? She looks really
scary, but I bet she’s not. What did you guys talk about?” his
questions came as fast as his mouth would allow, and like him, had
no sense of order or direction.

“There’s nothing really to say,” Kile replied,
trying to shut him up. “We just had to straighten out a few things,
that’s all, now watch the fight, maybe you’ll learn something.”

“Me? You’re the one who needs to learn how to
fight,” he grumbled. He turned around, sat in the snow and
pouted.

Fortunately, Alex’s grudges were rather fleeting,
and never lasted too long, about as long as the fight between
Murphy and Carter, which came to a predictable end. Carter made the
cadet yield. Murphy stuck his sword in the ground.

“You’re pretty good,” Carter told him. It was the
first time they ever heard him out of breath.

“Not nearly as good as you,” Murphy replied,
returning the compliment.

Kile rolled her eyes, was this going to be some kind
of male bonding?

“You just have to keep your sword up higher and
follow through with your parry. When you go in for your attack, you
should really keep a little in reserve. You don’t want to throw
your whole body into it, that when you get off balance and leave
yourself wide open.”

Murphy rubbed his backside, where the mark of
Carter’s sword was still visible. “I’ll try to remember that,” He
laughed.

Kile knew that maneuver all too well. She was on the
receiving end of it, during most of their bouts.

“So, who’s next?” Carter asked.

“Kile,” Daniel and Alex both yelled together.

“Thanks guys.” She said through clenched teeth and
got to her feet. She wasn’t really ready for this, not at the
moment, but she walked over to the circle. Murphy handed her the
practice sword.

“Good luck,” He grinned.

“What? You too?”

Carter took his place in the circle. “Come on, Kile,
we all know you can use as much practice as you can get,” He said,
marking the ground with his sword.

“What? I can fight… I just have a little problem
controlling the sword, that's all.”

“The sword is kind of necessary.”

Grabbing the practice blade with both hands, it was
the only way she could really wield it, she took a defensive
stance. Carter launched his first attack and came in on both sides
of her, swinging first for the left and then for the right. He
forced her to shift her body back and forth to block each shot.
Each strike rang off the sword and vibrated through her arms. He
left himself wide open on several occasions, more so than when he
fought Murphy. She wasn’t sure if he changed his style, when he
fought her, or he was just providing her with opportunities. Of
course, he could be trying to goad her into overextending her
attack. She wouldn’t put it past him. Carter was of the mindset you
did anything you could, if it achieved a victory.

It wasn’t long before her arms started to give in to
the weight of the sword and her defense was moving lower and lower.
Then the inevitable happened, although it happened a lot harder
than she would have liked. His sword passed over the top of her
guard and stuck her hard on the shoulder, causing her to curse and
drop the weapon altogether.

“Kile, I’m sorry,” Carter said, tossing his sword
aside and running up to her.

“It’s nothing,” She replied, still clutching the
side of her arm. It was nothing because they were using blanks to
practice with. If it had been a real sword, with a real edge, in a
real battle, it would have been the end of her arm.

“Let me see,” Daniel said, pushing Carter out of the
way. He rolled up the outer sleeve of her tunic and began squeezing
her upper arm. It wasn’t making it feel any better.

“It’s alright,” she said, pulling her arm away. “I
got careless, I dropped my guard.”

“I don’t think it’s broken, just bruised,” Daniel
concluded.

“I could have told you that,” She remarked, rubbing
her arm.

“You were supposed to go easy on her,” Daniel told
Carter in a harsh whisper, unfortunately, loud enough for Kile to
hear.

“What do you mean go easy on me? Have you been
playing me?”

“It’s not like that, Kile, it’s just that…”

“Have you or have you not been letting me
slide?”

“It’s not what you think.”

“So I’m really a lot worse than what I think I am,
is that it?” she asked, looking from Carter to Daniel. She ever
looked at Murphy, who was completely lost and just shrugged. “How
bad am I? Really?”

“It’s… hard to say,” Carter replied.

“No, it’s not. In a real battle, how long would I
last?”

“Now wait a minute,” Daniel replied, holding up his
hands to calm her down. “The cadets in the field don’t cut you any
slack, and you do well against them.”

“No, I don’t.” She said, shaking her head. “Oh for
crying out loud… I suck so bad that you’ve been deliberately
leaving yourself open. I was hoping it was just a feint but you’re
really leaving yourself open.”

“Look, we were only trying to help you.”

“Help me, how is this helping me. What you’re
telling me is, I’m so bad with a sword, even with you throwing a
match, I can’t beat you. I’m going to have my head handed to me
during the final evaluation. I can’t believe this, I suck so bad I
can’t win when your letting me win, how bad is that?”

“That’s… really bad.”

“You’re not helping any, Alex,” Daniel shouted.

“Look… you… fight,” Kile stammered, handing Daniel
the sword. “At least you have a chance at this.”

“Wait, what are you going to do?”

“I’ll… think of something,” she said over her
shoulder and walked away.

“Nice going Carter, you couldn’t make it any more
obvious.” She heard Daniel say as she walked around the side of the
stables.

Pushing open the stable doors, she stepped in out of
the snow and out of the light. The darkness of the stables was
welcoming since it matched the darkness of her mood. Just when she
thought she had a chance, when she thought she may even make it out
of the Academy. She had it all taken away from her by a blunt
sword. Falling against the wall, she slid down to sit in a pile of
hay and cursed silently to herself.

She really wasn’t mad at them, they were only trying
to help, but that was the problem, it wasn’t helping. She needed to
learn how to fight with a sword. The Hunter’s Code was very
specific on that point. If they were coasting with her, then she
wasn’t improving. If they were letting her win and she wasn’t, then
if anything she was moving backwards, she was getting worse.

“What you need to do is change your way of
thinking.”

Kile spun around to see the elusive stable hand
emerge from the shadows. How was it this guy was everywhere and
nowhere at the same time, and why wasn’t he a Hunter? He could have
made a great Hunter, sneaking up on people like that.

“What do you mean, change my way of thinking?”

“Just because you’re not skilled with one sword,
doesn’t mean you are not skilled with any sword.”

“You’ve been watching?” She asked, although she
already knew the answer. “I know there are other swords, but the
one’s we are using are supposed to be the lightest allowed by the
Hunter’s Code. If I can’t use them, I don’t think I would have much
success using a heavier one.”

“So, you are saying it is simply the weight of the
sword which is your problem.”

“Well, yeah… no… I don’t know. I mean they teach you
how to fight with this wooden practice weapon and once you learn
all the steps and think you're pretty good at it, they tell you to
do it all again. But hey, this time, you have to use this two ton
piece of metal, and to top it off, the whole circular defense thing
just doesn’t make any sense. You’re just sort of standing there,
waiting for the other person to hit you so you can hit them back.
It just doesn’t seem very practical. The whole thing doesn’t seem
practical.”

“And you don’t think it works.”

“Oh, it works. I’ve seen it work. It just doesn’t
work for me. I can’t do those moves with those swords.”

“Then maybe you should change both.”

“I don’t think I understand.”

“Come back here tonight, and you will.” Luke
said.

“What do you mean?” Kile asked, but he was already
gone.

 


Kile wasn’t sure what she was getting herself into.
Fastening the clasp on her cloak, she closed the small sphere of
fire in its metal box, and placed it on the chest of drawers. She
turned to the window and opened the shutters, letting in the cold
night air. She may have snuck out of her room during the summer
nights, but this was a different. For starters, there were a lot
more people out there who might see her.

-Where Kile going?-

Even though there was no actual sound, it still
startled her. She slammed the shutters and spun around. Vesper sat
on the bed looking up at her with an expression which clearly
thought she was crazy.

“I didn’t think you would be back so soon.” She said
and she opened the window again.

-Nothing to see, too cold, everyone in big
room.-

“Well, it is supposed to be the warmest place.”

-Warmer here, when ball is floating.-

“Yeah, sorry, about that. But you know the rules. We
can’t let that thing float around when I’m not here.”

-Come with you?-

“You want to come with me? I don’t see why not, just
behave yourself.”

Grabbing the old pouch from the back of the chair,
she fastened it around her waist and opened the flap to let Vesper
climb in. She looked out the window to make sure the coast was
clear before grabbing the sill and swinging both legs out. She let
go, jumping down into the snow. She had done this countless times
during the summer and knew to keep close to the dorm and in the
shadows. Moving quietly along the wall, she made for the east side
of the compound. There, the guards were scarce, since those walls
were shared by the main city. Cutting through the grounds, she made
her way to the stables and slipped in through the side door which
was left open. The stables seemed darker than usual.

“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.”

She recognized Luke’s voice, but couldn’t pinpoint
where it was coming from. As always, the stablehand was everywhere
and nowhere, at the same time.

“How could I pass up such a cryptic invitation?”
Kile called out. She was beginning to have second thoughts.

A light went on in one of the prep areas, and she
watched as Luke hung a lantern from a suspended hook.

“So, what is it that you are supposed to reveal to
me?” She asked, walking into the light.

Walking over to one of the benches, Luke gently
picked up a bundle, which was wrapped in white cloth. “There are
many types of weapons in this world.” He explained “As there are
styles of fighting. I’ve watched you fight, Kile, and you’re
fighting with the wrong style.”

“But that’s the way I was taught.”

Luke presented the bundle to her. She was a little
weary of opening things wrapped in cloth, the last one was a little
hard to take, but, it was clear Luke wouldn’t continue until she
did. She flipped back the cloth and revealed something in the
neighborhood of either a pair of long knives, or a pair of short
swords. He nodded for her to pick one up.

The weapon was about three feet long. The blade was
slightly curved with a single edge. There was an indentation,
extending into, what could only be described as, a small metal
bird’s beak just above the guard. The grip was very old and very
worn, but it was surprisingly comfortable in her hand. She held out
her arm with the weapon fully extended and found it had no
substantial weight to it.

She had seen this weapon before, or something
similar. It was hidden in the gallery which Guild Master Latherby
revealed to her, the day Tree took them on a tour of the Academy.
They were under the portrait of one of the long past female
Hunters. That was a year and a half ago, she realized, and suddenly
she felt old.

“These are known as, Lann, blades which were used by
the Alverian.” Luke explained.

“Risa Ta’re,” Kile replied. The name of that Hunter,
came back to her, although, she never really forgot it. She could
almost see her sitting there, among the trees, the fawn at her
side.

“Very good,” Luke smiled. “Now, pick up the other
one, and prepare yourself.”

She gripped the second blade in her left hand. They
felt comfortable.

“Now what?” she asked, although she didn’t have long
to wait.

Luke threw the cloth aside and quickly grabbed a
sword, which leaned against the wall. He swung it at her head. Kile
managed to get both blades up, blocking the attack.

“What the hell…”

She didn’t have time to think, only react when Luke
spun around and came in on her left side. She easily deflected his
second attack, and his third, when he recovered and came in low.
She read each of his movements and each time she was able to get
the blades between her and the stablehand’s sword. When he came in
on her left side, again, she used her left blade to deflect his
attack and countered with her right. Luke avoided her blade with a
rather unorthodox spinning move, but then, most of his combat was
unorthodox when compared to the blunt force attacks of Master
Boraro.

“So, it would appear I was… not mistaken,” Luke
grinned, keeping a good distance from her.

“Maybe you could explain what just happened.”

“As I told you, there are many weapons and many
styles. When I watched you in the past, I noticed you could fight
with your left hand, as easily as you could with your right.”

“Let’s just say I’ve had a few opportunities to
practice.”

“What you have just shown me is that you also have a
basic understanding of the Tachiena style.”

“The touchy style?”

“Tachiena.”

“I’m afraid I’ve never even heard of it.”

“I would be very surprised if you had. It was a
style of fighting used by the Alverian, especially designed for the
Lann,” Luke said. Setting his weapon down, he took the blades from
Kile and carefully wrapped them back in their cloth. She was a
little sad to see them go.

“The Alverian were slighter in build than the vir
and so their style of fighting also differed. I have witnessed the
Casacure, or circle style which Master Boraro teaches. Although, it
works for most vir, it requires considerable strength of arm to
master, something you, Kile, do not possess.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“The Tachiena or dual style doesn’t require
strength, but speed and… finesse. Attributes most vir do not
possess, but you do. The style is… shall we say… more aggressive
than the Casacure. You do not maintain a circle of defense, waiting
for that one killing blow. Instead, you move in for your attack,
getting under your opponent's defenses, attacking with quick,
skilled strikes, and then getting out. Use your opponent's weight
against him, exploit the weakness of his style, and when you have
weakened him, then, you go in for the fatal blow.”

The idea was a bit chilling, especially the way Luke
described it, but it made more sense than Master Boraro’s style,
and she could already see the advantages.

“But, how is this going to help me?” she asked.
“Surely they would never let me use this during the final
evaluation.”

“The Hunter’s Code does not dictate the type of
style a Hunter must use in combat. The only reason the Casacure is
used is because of its simplicity. Almost every cadet who comes to
the Academy can use it effectively, some better than others.”

“Then some could use the touchy style.”

“Tachiena,” Luke corrected her.

“Tachiena,” she repeated. “What about the…
swords.”

“They are called Lann, and they are listed within
the Hunter’s Code as acceptable,” Luke assured her.

Kile figured, the first thing she needed to do, was
get hold of one of the code books to find all the little loopholes
she was missing. It could save her a lot of headaches in the
future.

 


 


 


***~~~***


 


 


 


8

 


Five weeks had past since the dreaded news of the
raids in the north, and information was scarce. Each morning the
cadets would fall in for roll call, waiting with anticipation and
fear of what Sir Oblum would tell them next. Anticipation, because
they were eager to know more. What was going on? What was the
crown’s response to the raids? Which Hunters were sent into the
wastelands and what intelligence, if any, did they bring back?
Fear, because they were afraid of what those answers might be. The
only information they received, was another list of names, but
these names belonged to cadets who left through the Pudora gate. In
those five short weeks, over thirty five cadets left the Academy,
most of them were first years, although six second year cadets and
a third year were also on the list. The reality of a Hunter’s life,
and ultimately his death, hit home with the fallen fourteen. The
green parchment, with the black border, remained pinned to the
bulletin board, even when the list of civilian names was removed.
Morale was at an all time low, but the Academy needed to get back
to normal, because in spite of how Eric said it, there were now
fourteen less Hunters. Whether it was just an unfortunate turn of
events or a sign of things to come, no one was willing to
speculate.

The Winter’s Feast came and went, without much
merriment. While there was feasting in the dining hall, it was
nowhere near as festive as the year before. Kile, Daniel, Alex and
Carter never attended. Instead, they retreated to Kile’s room for
their own celebration, if it could be called a celebration. It was
more like a memorial service for the fourteen, but mostly for a
young, vibrant Hunter known as Tree, who they had all known, if but
for a short period of time.

After the winter festivities, classes took up much
where they left off, but now the cadets were starting their
wilderness survival training at the hands of Master Folkstaff.

Kile’s first impression of Master Folkstaff was one
of curiosity. He was not like the other instructors at the Academy,
he was more laid back, more carefree. He didn’t let the little
nuisances of day to day life distract him from, what he referred to
as, the big picture. He appeared to be more comfortable with
himself and the world around him and took everything in stride. In
many ways, this was what Kile always thought a Hunter should
be.

He was a tall man, but most of the instructors were,
from Kile’s point of view. He had long black hair, which was
braided and hung down well past his waist. His beard, another
requirement, it would seem most Hunters must possess, was also
braided in three even strands, ending in green and yellow beads,
tied off with leather straps. Even though he looked almost comical,
with his ill fitting deer skin jacket, knee high leather boots,
dull green threadbare cloak, and wide brimmed floppy hat, he could
still command more respect than even Master Boraro, he just never
bothered to.

He held class in the open field, just outside the
walls of the Academy. Although, there was a legitimate classroom
for wilderness studies in the main hall, Master Folkstaff didn’t
care for it. He always believed in a “hands on” approach. He sat
quietly on the rock, leaning up against an old oak tree. His cloak
pulled around him to keep the chill out, his hat pulled down over
his eyes to keep the sun out. He didn’t move or speak when the
cadets fell into formation.

Kile was starting to think, Master Folkstaff either
fell asleep, or worse, died of exposure, but the unorthodox Hunter
pushed up the brim of his hat with one finger and peered out from
underneath.

“Contrary to popular beliefs, this is not the
military,” he said, slowly getting to his feet and wiping the snow
from his pants. “Ease up a bit, relax, take it easy.”

It was easier said than done. It felt like they were
standing at attention for the last year and a half. It was not easy
to go against training, even Kile, who still felt a rather lax
attitude towards the authority of the Academy, was finding it
difficult. Folkstaff just shook his head.

“We’ll have to work on that,” he said “Now, follow
me.”

With nothing resembling an explanation, he walked
away. The cadets exchanged looks, not really sure what to do. When
it became clear he was not coming back, they ran to catch up to
him. At this point, there was no formation, since Folkstaff wasn’t
following a set path. It didn’t even look as if he had a
destination in mind, he just went where his unnaturally long
strides took him. They crossed fields, navigated through trees, and
even walked over an ice covered brook. Kile noticed a few of the
boys looking back the way they came, probably trying to figure out
if they could find their way back, should it become necessary. For
her, there was no real reason to go back. She kept her eyes on the
instructor.

Having walked for the better part of two hours,
Master Folkstaff abruptly stopped. He turned to face the cadets.
The boys in the back of the pack, who were too busy watching where
they came from, collided with the cadets in the front of the pack
who were watching where they were going.

“This looks like a nice spot,” Folkstaff said,
scanning the trees around them.

It was a small clearing in the woods, nothing very
spectacular in the way that it would indicate a final destination,
but Folkstaff seemed to think so.

“Well… come on, make yourself comfortable,” he said,
brushing the snow from the roots of a tree. He sat down and watched
as a bunch of confused cadets looked around the forest. Kile wasn’t
confused, having grown up on a farm and exploring the surrounding
woods with her brother, not counting the time she got lost, she was
quite comfortable sitting in the middle of nowhere. She chose her
place, to the left of Master Folkstaff, where a large rock, and a
fallen tree, provided some protection from the elements. Kicking
away the snow, she tucked her cloak under her and sat on the lee
side of the rock. Folkstaff nodded with approval and it didn’t take
long before Daniel, Carter and Alex joined her.

“You have learned much about the mechanics of
survival in the last five weeks, but you have not learned how to
survive,” Folkstaff started once the rest of the cadets settled
down. “Who can tell me the two biggest dangers to a Hunter’s
survival in the wild?” he asked.

A few answers came flying in his direction. Food,
water, shelter, enemies, wild animals, the terrain, even weather
conditions were among those voiced by most of the cadets. Kile had
to agree, she was thinking along those same lines, with the
possible exception of wild animals, but knew those answers were not
the ones Mater Folkstaff wanted to hear. For starts, he asked for
two dangers, and he wouldn’t have asked the question if the answers
were obvious.

“Although they are all dangers you will face as a
Hunter, they are not the biggest dangers to your survival,”
Folkstaff remarked. “The two things you must watch out for are,
complacence, and the desire for comfort.”

There was an obvious level of disbelief among the
cadets and a few of them openly scoffed at his conclusion.
Folkstaff waited until the group quieted down.

“That is usually the reaction I get,” He replied,
and he wasn’t the least bit upset or annoyed with the reaction.
Master Boraro would have gone ballistic if cadets shown him even
that much disrespect. He would be cracking skulls by now, but
Master Folkstaff just took it all in stride. This was a man who was
confident in his knowledge and knew what he was talking about, not
someone who constantly needed to prove himself.

“Complacence, although in and of itself, is not
undesirable, it can be the first step on the path of giving up. It
is one thing to accept the situation and deal with it, it is quite
another to accept it, and have it deal with you. When we give up
our desire to survive, we give up our desire to live.”

“No one is just going to lie down and die,” one
cadet yelled out.

“You would be surprised,” Folkstaff replied.
“Sometimes it’s easier to just, as you say, lie down and die, than
it is to keep fighting to survive. In many cases, it may not be
your choice. There are a lot of factors which can influence our
decisions. The cold, for instance…” he said, grabbing a handful of
snow and holding it up for the cadets to see, as if there wasn’t an
abundance of the stuff around them, to begin with. “Prolonged
exposure to the cold can lead to exhaustion, to such a point, where
it becomes easier to just stop trying and give in to the situation.
Thirst, hunger, illness, loss of blood, these weaken us and can
also lead us to the same place, that mental numbness, that
indifference to whether we live or we die. It creeps up on you,
silently, quietly, until eventually… what’s the point. What’s the
difference if I die here or over there? What's the difference if I
die today… or tomorrow? You don’t realize it's happening unless
you’re looking for it, in yourself and in your companions.”

Kile was paying close attention to the man as he
spoke. Not so much in what he said, but how he said it. The look in
his eyes, the expression on his face, she felt Master Folkstaff
wasn’t stating facts from a book, but from his own personal
experience.

“How would you know?” Daniel asked. For a second,
Kile though he directed the question to her. “If you’ve reached the
point of not wanting to go on, wouldn’t it be too late?”

“A very good point,” Folkstaff replied, slowly
nodding his head. There was a look in his eyes, a faraway
expression. He didn’t just know. He had been there. “In many ways
you’re right. It is easier to see the warning signs in someone else
than it is to see it in ourselves. That is why you always have to
keep it in the back your mind, so, when the time comes, you will be
able to see the signs. You may wake up one morning and figure, I
don’t think I’ll search for water today, I’m too tired, or the
water will always be there tomorrow. Those thoughts, the ones which
keep you from trying to survive, to not do what you know you should
do, are the first step on the path to accepting death.”

“But then, how does comfort fall into it?” Carter
asked.

“Ah, comfort,” Folkstaff grinned. “Are you
comfortable, right now?”

“Um… no, not really,” Carter replied, shifting his
seat. It was almost as if talking about it, reminded him of how
uncomfortable the rocks, he was sitting on, were.

“Is anyone here comfortable, I mean truly
comfortable?” Folkstaff asked, looking over the class.

A few grumbles, and the occasional snide, remark
only proved Folkstaff’s point. Kile, on the other hand, was
comfortable enough, although she wasn’t going to say so.

“I’m sure most of you would probably prefer to be
back in your beds right about now, or better yet, in the warmth of
the dining hall with the fire burning and the food laid out on the
tables. Maybe a stay at the Purple Hog, where the beer flows like
water and the mattress are six inches thick, and stuffed with down
feathers.”

There was a general note of approval and even Kile
agreed, a feathered bed would be nice to try, at least once in her
life.

“There is no danger in comfort,” Folkstaff assured
them. “It is only the desire of comfort which poses the danger.
When we go out of our way to seek comfort which is not available to
us, when we pass up an opportunity for food or water we would
otherwise find distasteful, that is dangerous.

“In reality they are both mindsets, ways of
thinking. We have to change our way of thinking, if we are going to
survive in the wild. I’m sure some of you are sitting here today,
asking yourself ‘why should I care about this when all I have to do
is just ride on to the next town?’ and sure enough, most of you may
never find yourself in a situation where you will have to worry
about surviving on a day to day basis. Most of you will probably
receive your assignments from the Guild in the mornings and have
them completed before the sun sets in the afternoon. You may live
out your entire career as a Hunter in this fashion, and in those
rare cases where an assignment may last more than one day, you’ll
have the supplies necessary to see you through, but that might not
always be the situation. Case in point, your homework… you will be
spending the night… here.”

“Here!”

There was a general exclamation from the entire
group as they looked around their rather bleak surroundings,
realizing, none of them had more than the clothes on their backs.
This started out to be a lecture, now it was some exercise in
survival. Some of the cadets sat and pouted, others openly
complained, and a few talked about walking back to the Academy, if
they could find their way back. In the end, nobody did anything.
Typical, Kile thought, all talk, no action, she was actually
looking forward to the exercise, but by the looks on the faces of
her friends, she was the only one.

“You all know the basics. You’ve learned them in
class, now I want to see how you perform in a more… natural
environment,” Folkstaff said, getting back to his feet. “This is a
solo assignment. You will all go off on your own, not too far mind
you, close enough so we can all hear you scream, should you need
help, but far enough so you can not see your neighbor. We wouldn’t
want people spying on one another, would we? You will be given
three hours before I start making my rounds. Within those three
hours you should be able to secure your basic needs. Since there
are no hostile forces or wild animals in the general vicinity, you
will only be responsible for food, water, shelter and fire.”

“But we don’t have any supplies?” one cadet yelled
from the back of the group.

“Yeah, how can we make a fire without a
striker?”

“Or a knife, we don’t even have a knife to cut the
wood.”

“We don’t have anything to hold water in, how are we
supposed to hold water?”

Folkstaff listened as the complaints continued, but
said nothing. This was going to be a long three hours.

“All I’m asking is for you to try. Just do your
best.” He said, holding up his hands to gain the cadet’s attention.
“The wild has everything you need to survive. All you have to do is
find it. This is for your own piece of mind, so you will understand
what it is you’re capable of doing. Anything goes, with the
possible acceptation of bodily harm to another cadet.”

“So we can use our Edge?”

Kile recognized that voice. Turning, she saw Eric
standing on the far side of the clearing. Of course he would want
to know if he could use his Edge, being influenced by the sphere of
fire meant he had one part of the assignment already completed.

“Of course, you can use your Edge. It is part of who
you are,” Folkstaff replied.

This gained a few approving cheers from cadets, as
well as a few groans. It didn’t exactly set a fair table. Some,
like Eric, would gain an unfair advantage, but then, the fire
wasn’t going to build a shelter or bring food.

“If that is all the questions, then please, get
started. You have three hours, and then I will be coming around to
see how far you’ve progressed.”

Kile watched Eric disappear into the tree line on
the opposite side of the clearing. She wanted to be as far away
from him as she could.

“Good luck,” Daniel told her, catching her off
guard.

“Oh… yeah, same to you,” she replied. “But, I
figured you're already one up on me.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re a healer and you’re influenced by water. You
could probably make any water drinkable by… rearranging it the way
you do.”

“I… never thought of that,” he said, the idea making
its way into his head. “I’ll have to give it a try.”

“Glad I could help,” Kile mumbled and trudged off
through the snow.

Kile put some distance between her and the clearing.
She wondered how Master Folkstaff was going to find all the cadets
scattered about the woods. His Edge, she thought, although she had
no idea what his Edge was. He must know what he’s doing, she
figured, and set her mind to the task at hand.

It didn’t take her long to find what she was looking
for, a large pine tree with low hanging branches. With a little
work, she could turn it into a natural shelter in no time. There,
one task was already… partly… completed. That only left food, water
and fire. Water was easy. The snow was all around her, but, she
would have to melt it first, which lead her to fire. That was going
to be the hardest obstacle to overcome.

Clearing the snow from a patch of ground, she
created her fire pit. It was close enough to her shelter to provide
heat, yet far enough way to prevent the pine tree from going up in
flames. She could hear it now, cadet sets fire to side of mountain.
She dug stones out from under the pine tree, creating a suitable
space to sleep on. She used the stones to build a fire shield to
redirect the heat back towards the shelter. Dead pine needles could
be used as tinder and a few small branches as kindling. She was all
set to start her fire, too bad she didn’t know how.

Leon showed her how to build a fire, once, when she
first expressed an interest in becoming a Hunter. Unfortunately, he
used a piece of flint and a small knife to get his fire going,
neither of which Kile had on her at the moment. When she was nine,
she watched Erin Silvia start a fire, it was just after the Hunter
found her in the woods, but then Erin used a striker.

“Note to self, always carry a piece of flint,”

When she got around to writing that book on
adventuring, she would definitely have to include a chapter on what
to bring with you, no matter where you’re going.

She sat and stared at the pile of tinder hoping it
would suddenly burst into flame, but it didn’t. That left the old
stand by of rubbing two sticks together.

She found the two sticks and tried rubbing them
together over the tinder, but as hard as she rubbed, the more
foolish she felt. This must be why Master Folkstaff didn’t want
them to see each other, she thought, that way they couldn’t tease
each other back at the Academy.

-What she doing?-

-What she doing?-

-Don’t know.-

-Strange.-

-Strange.-

-What she doing?-

-Don’t know.-

Setting the sticks down, she quickly looked around
the forest, but couldn’t see anyone. The voices were rapid,
chattering to one another, but it was difficult to tell how many
there were, since they all sounded pretty much the same. The images
which came to her through the voices were looking down on her, so
she looked up through the branches.

“Is anyone there?” she asked.

-Heard us?-

-No… can’t.-

-Did, heard us she did.-

“Yes, I can hear you,” she called out quietly. The
last thing she needed was for Master Folkstaff or another cadet to
hear her talking to herself in the middle of the forest.

“Where are you?”

-Up.-

-Up.-

-Up high.-

She looked up into the tree again, but still, she
couldn’t see anyone or anything.

“Why don’t you come out, I won’t hurt you,” She said
to the voices.

-Trust her?-

-Vir… she is vir.-

-Vir can’t hear, vir don’t listen.-

-Trust her?-

-Yes.-

Something dropped out of the tree behind her and
came scampering across the snow towards her. A large bushy tail was
sticking up like a flag to mark its place on the ground. She
laughed at herself as the squirrel climbed up on her stone
firewall.

-You are who?-

“My name is Kile, Kile Veller,” she replied.

-Kile… Kile Veller.-

“Do you have a name?” she asked the squirrel who was
looking up in tree, as if he was somehow communicating this new
piece of information to the others who must be up there.

-Tik.-

“Tik, that’s your name, is that what they call
you?”

-Tik.-

“I don’t suppose you know how to start a fire… do
you, Tik?”

-You are asking a squirrel how to start a fire?-

That voice she did recognize.

“Kaza, where are you?”

The crow drifted down from one of the higher
branches and landed on the rock wall, startling the squirrel.
Although, he didn’t run very far, his curiosity kept him close.

“What are you doing out here? Is there something
wrong back at the Academy? Is Morgan alright?”

-Calm down, child. Nothing is wrong. I was just
spreading my wings when I saw you out in the woods. Wanted to see
what you were up to.-

“How long have you been watching?”

-Long enough to hear you ask a squirrel how to start
a fire. If they could, do you think the forest would be safe?-

The crow asked. He hopped down into the fire pit and
kicked the tinder aside.

-It’s a good thing I came along, you couldn’t start
a fire if your life depended on it.-

“And you can?”

-I’ve seen it done.-

“Without the use of the mystic arts, because that’s
not my area of expertise.” She reminded him.

-Without the use of the mystic arts.-

He assured her.

-What you need is a bow and drill, or I can fly back
to the Academy and fetch you a piece of flint.-

“No, that wouldn’t seem fair.” She said, piling the
tinder back up. “Besides, I want to try to do this on my own, well…
with your help, if you tell me how… but then… wouldn’t that be
cheating too.”

-Not the way I see it, didn’t the tall vir tell you,
you could use your Edge.-

“Well, yeah, but I don’t know if this is exactly
what he had in mind.”

-Then how else are you supposed to use your Edge.
You are a rare vir, you have the ability to communicate with the
natural world, that is your Edge and you are allowed to use that
Edge during this assignment.-

“Well, I suppose.” She replied. She wanted Kaza’s
help, she needed Kaza’s help, but she wasn’t going to send him all
the way back to the Academy to get a piece of flint, it would
borderline on her definition of cheating… in a way. “Okay, I will
use my Edge… and ask you for help.”

-Help?-

-Help?-

-We want to help.”

-Help Kile.”

-We want to help Kile.”

Kile looked up in the tree again as the voices
chattered in her head. How many squirrels were up there?

“I’m not really sure how you can help.” She told
them. She didn’t want to dismiss them so quickly. It was nice of
them to offer, but she wasn’t sure what they could do. The only
thing that came to mind was food, not that she could, or would,
ever eat a squirrel, but they knew the area better than she did.
She wasted so much time rubbing two sticks together, she still had
to build her shelter.

Tik sat on the rocks, eagerly waiting for something
to do.

“Can you find me food?” She asked.

-Food.-

-Food.-

-Food.-

-What kind?-

At least one of them was thinking, although she
wasn’t sure she knew the answer. It would probably be something
like an edible plant. Something a vir could eat, which wouldn’t
make her ill, something which could be found in the immediate area,
and something they could carry.

-Yes.-

-Know where.-

-Food.-

-Food.-

The forest suddenly came alive and somewhere in the
neighborhood of twenty squirrels poured from the pine trees around
her.

“Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” she asked,
watching them all race off in the same direction.

-Because you just set loose an army of little
thieves.-

Kaza replied.

 


Kile was amazed as she warmed her hands by the fire.
She would have never thought it possible to start a fire with two
sticks and a length of string pulled and braided from her cloak.
Kaza sat on the edge of a tree branch, not far from her, and
watched. She could have sworn there was a bit of pride, a bit of
swagger in the way the crow perched there.

“Proud of yourself, are you?”

-I taught a vir how to harness fire.-

The crow said, stretching his wings to the sky and
declaring it to the heavens.

“I would have figured it out, eventually.”

-Eventually takes time, and time you don’t
have.-

“Well, that’s fire out of the way, then. Now for the
water and shelter.”

Finding water was going to be a bigger problem than
she first thought. Although she was surrounded by snow, she had
nothing to melt the snow in. The only thing she had that could hold
water was also the only thing she had that could keep it out, her
brother’s hat. Taking it off and turning it upside down, she began
filling it with handfuls of snow.

It wouldn’t do for her to just toss the hat onto the
fire. It would go up in flames long before the snow melted.
Instead, she moved it as close to the heat as she dared. Using two
sticks, she managed to place one of the warmer stones into her hat.
With the warmth of the stone slowly melting the snow, she set about
fixing her shelter.

-It would appear you have learned a few things after
all.-

The old crow commented

“It was bound to happen, wasn’t it?”

-I suppose.-

With a few stray twigs, she set about weaving the
lower branches of the tree together. She didn’t need much, just
enough to keep the snow and the wind at bay. When she was finished,
she crawled in and sat with her back against the trunk of the tree,
looking out over the snow covered field. She was surprised with how
comfortable and warm the set up was.

“I could really get used to this,” she said.

-I can’t-

Kaza replied, landing in the opening of her
shelter.

-I’m out of here, child, this cold does not do well
for my wings.-

“Morgan will probably be worried about you.”

-Worried? That old vir, he probably doesn’t even
know I’m gone.-

“Thanks again, for all your help.”

-You would have figured it out, eventually.-

Kaza replied, taking to the air.

She watched the crow flew high above the tree line,
disappearing in the grayness of the evening. Clouds were beginning
to form, and there was the scent of moisture in the air. Could more
snow be on the way? She began to worry about the boys’ progress.
Carter could take care of himself, there was nothing involving the
physical side of being a Hunter he couldn’t handle. Daniel and
Alex, on the other hand, would be struggling, well… maybe not so
much Daniel, but definitely Alex. She could not see the small boy
surviving alone in the woods, and his Edge wasn’t going to be of
much help. You can’t eat an illusion. If there was a way she could
help she would, but it wasn’t like she could go searching for him
in the woods to lend a hand, and besides, she still had one more
obstacle to overcome.

It was well into her second hour when she started to
get worried. The squirrels had been gone for a long time and she
was beginning to wonder if they forgot about her. She used to watch
the squirrels play on the feeders in the front yard, and although
they were clever in their means of getting food, they didn’t
exactly strike her as being the most focused of animals. It was too
bad she didn’t have a few yarrow to help her.

No sooner had she resigned herself, to go foraging
for food, one of the squirrels arrived. He scampered across the
landscape until he reached her shelter and presented her with… a
nut.

It was a single walnut, although she didn’t remember
seeing any walnut trees around, but at least it was edible, and it
was a little more than she expected. She completed her assignment
with time to spare.

“Thank you,” She said and the squirrel dropped the
walnut beside her.

-Food.-

“Yes… food, thank you.”

-Food.-

“Yes… food.”

She wasn’t really catching on to what the squirrel
was trying to tell her. The images surrounding his words were
rather confusing, since all the pictures were jumbled together and
didn’t make any sense, until she saw a second squirrel arrive on
the horizon.

“Is that what you meant? More food is coming?” she
asked the squirrel.

-Yes… food-

She watched as a third squirrel topped the hill,
then another, and another, and before she knew it, there was a sea
of them heading her way, their furry little tails bobbing behind
them. Twenty, some odd squirrels, left the trees around an hour or
so ago, somewhere along the way they picked up a few dozen more.
They came, not just with nuts and berries, but with apples, pears,
onions, potatoes, even a small wedge of cheese.

“What the… where did you get this stuff?” Kile
asked. She was starting to panic. “What did you do, steal
somebody’s supplies.”

-Food.-

They kept saying and each one dropped off another
item. With so many of them, talking at once, it was difficult to
understand any of them. Somewhere, someone’s pantry was slowly
being emptied.

“Tik… Tik where are you?”

One of the squirrels started to climb over the
others, making his way to the front of the group.

-Kile… help Kile.-

“Tik?”

-Kile… help Kile.-

“Yeah, you helped… I am so dead,” she exclaimed,
looking at the pile of food in front of her. “Thank you Tik, but
you’re going to have to bring some of this food back.”

-Back?-

Yeah, like that was going to work. Who would want an
apple with little squirrel teeth marks in it?

“Look, I don’t know if there are any more of you
guys heading this way, but get word to them to stop the food…
please.”

-Kile have enough food?-

“Yes, Kile has more than enough food… thank
you.”

She had enough food to last her a fortnight.

It was like the shattering of a fuzzy piece of glass
as all the squirrels scattered disappearing among the trees. She
was amazed with how fast they could move when they wanted to, but
she wasn’t sure why they did. Moving slowly back into her shelter,
she quickly scanned the tree line of the forest, and, although she
wouldn’t admit it, even to herself, she sniffed the air. There was
the scent of mushrooms and wet earth, somebody was coming.

Whoever it was, he was moving through the woods,
quietly, trying to sneak up on her. She knew which direction he was
coming from, and it didn’t take her long to figure out who it
was.

“Folkstaff,” she whispered to herself and looked
down at the pile of food. This was going to be difficult to
explain. Placing a few walnuts and apples aside, she hid the rest
of the food in the back of her shelter, under a pile of branches
and pine needles. She set the walnuts close to the fire, and the
apples, she placed in her hat, which was now filled with fresh
water from the melted snow. She polished off one of the apples. She
didn’t have a problem with little squirrel teeth marks. This must
be what Folkstaff meant by overcoming the desire for comfort.

The Hunter stopped somewhere back in the woods, out
of her sight, but not out of the rage of her nose. He was waiting
and watching, probably trying to evaluate how she handled herself
in a survival situation. The only thing she could think to do was
roast the walnuts. Breaking the shells she set the nuts on the
stones surrounding the fire.

“I wouldn’t have thought it possible.”

Somehow, he moved from the place just beyond her
sight, to a place just beyond her fire. Even though she knew he was
around, she was still startled to see him just appear before her
like that.

“Master Folkstaff.”

Saying nothing, he crouched down beside her fire and
looked into her shelter. He examined the hat, filled with water and
apples, and the roasting walnuts beside the fire.

“Did I do something wrong?” she asked, quickly
running over everything in her mind. She was positive she did
everything right, or as right as she could remember. Did she forget
something? Food, shelter, water, fire, no, that was everything he
told them to procure.

“I have observed twenty three campsites so far.” He
said, sitting down beside her fire and warming his hands. “I will
admit, I did not have high expectation, but what I saw so far, had
me completely baffled. Cadets eating cold snow and chewing on pine
bark. Fires, if they had them, were either, out of control, or
smoking too bad to tell. Shelters which couldn’t withstand a
sneeze, let alone a winter wind, and then, I come here.”

“Did I do something wrong?” she asked again.

“Why do you want to become a Hunter?”

The question caught her off guard. She thought she
left all those questions behind, last year. It was the same
question every member of the staff asked her at one time or
another. She couldn’t recall any of them asking one of the
boys.

“It was something I’ve always wanted, every since I
first met Erin Silva.” She replied, giving him the short
version.

“But is this… what you really want to do?” He said,
stretching his arms out to encompass the entire forest. “Is this
where you really want to be right now? No roof, no walls, no
protection, no comfort, no one to talk to, no one to share with,
alone out here… in the wild.”

“Within nature… among the trees… with the animals,”
she added. The old Hunter’s eyes lit up and he grinned. She knew
she hit on something. They were seeing it the same way. “Yes, this
is where I want to be.”

“I am impressed, cadet Veller, that you, out of all
your colleagues, are the only one who truly understands. In order
to survive within nature, you must embrace it, not fight it, you
must become it, not stand outside of it. As I see from your
campsite that is exactly what you have done.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I do have one, simple, question,” He said, reaching
into her hat and pulling out one of the apples. “It’s the dead of
winter, where did you find these?”

“Ah… yes… that isn’t as simple to answer as you
might think.”

“There isn’t an apple orchard or an apple tree in
this Province, let alone a walnut tree.”

“Oh… well… you did say we could use our Edge”

“Yes, I did, and I am not aware of an Edge which can
produce fruit in the middle of winter?”

“It doesn’t, sir, not exactly.”

He looked at her from under his wide brimmed hand,
and slowly grinned.

“Hmm… Well, I know the Hunter’s Code as well as
anyone, I guess. I won’t ask you about your Edge, but I am taking
this apple as evidence… or as supper, I haven’t decided yet.” He
said, wiping it on his jacket. He was about to take a bite when he
noticed the small teeth marks on the outer skin and looked at her
curiously.

“Squirrel,” she told him.

“Squirrel,” he repeated. He thought about it for a
moment, shrugged and took a bite before heading back into the
woods.

If the apples confused him, what would he have said
about the wedged of cheese she wondered, lying back in her small
shelter.

“Tik… Tik, are you here?”

-Kile wants Tik-

She looked up to see the squirrel sitting on one of
the lower branches.

“If I… showed you someone… do you think you could
find them in the forest?” She asked the squirrel. She wasn’t sure
how this would work, if it would work. She received visions or
images when she communicated with certain animals, such as the
squirrels, but she never tried to send an image.

-Tik know woods, Tik will try-

“His name is Alex,” she said and pictured the small
boy, his ever smiling face, his mop of brown hair, his constantly
moving mouth, and forced the vision into the word as she
communicated it to Tik.

-Yes… Yes… Tik can find him.-

“Great,” She exclaimed. That was easier than she
thought. “How about Daniel,” she said, and then pictured the taller
cadet with his beak like nose, crooked smile and vivid blue eyes,
all the while merging the image with his name as she spoke it to
the excited squirrel.

-Yes… Yes… Tik understand, Tik can find them.-

The squirrel seemed to enjoy this as much as she
did.

“Okay, third times the charm. This one is named
Carter,” she said. Closing her eyes, she pictured the larger boys,
his broad shoulders, his close cropped hair, those dark eyes and
that cold hard stare he gave her whenever she messed up during
practice.

-Yes… Yes… Tik know. Tik see this boy.-

“Great,” she said, pulling the twigs off the pile of
food. “I want you and your friends to take some of this food to
those boys I showed you. Do you understand? All you have to do is
just drop the food off and come back here.”

-Yes… Yes… Tik understand.-

It appeared the rest of the squirrels understood as
well and they started to take the food away, heading into the
woods. Kile managed to save a couple of apples, the onion, a few
potatoes, and of course the wedge of cheese.

“Good,” she said as the last squirrel disappeared
over the hill. “Let them try to explain that,” she grinned.

 


She woke to a cold winter wind and a bright morning
sun, which was reflecting off the newly fallen snow. Her fire
survived the night, although, it was dwindling fast. She fed it a
few more pieces of wood to keep it alive. The sun was low in the
eastern sky, so it was still early. Master West wasn’t even ready
to ring the morning bell yet. He was probably huddled in his room,
trying to keep warm. Pulling her cloak tighter, she moved closer to
the fire.

This it what being a Hunter should be, she thought,
looking out over the snow covered field. Waking up and facing a new
day with new possibilities. At this point, she felt, there was
nothing she couldn’t do. She was also sure, at some point during
the day, the feeling would fade.

Grabbing the flat stone she found the night before,
when she rolled over on it in her sleep, she set it by the fire. It
took her nearly twenty minutes to dig it out of her bed and it took
another twenty minutes to fill the hole it left behind, so she
could get back to sleep. As the rock heated up, she mashed the last
of her apples and spread them over her makeshift frying pan. Using
a thin stone as a knife, she sliced, or mangled, the two potatoes
before tossing them onto the heated stone. The onion was easier.
She peeled it, crushed it and tossed pieces of it onto the
potatoes. Breaking off chunks of the cheese wedge, she sprinkled it
over the top.

While waiting for her potatoes to cook, she took a
drink from her hat and started to make mental notes about the
equipment needed for survival. She hoped to improve the list, for
the book on adventuring, she was going to write when she retired.
She didn’t need everything on the list, just those few essential
items which could serve more than one purpose.

“I’m not even going to ask.”

“Master Folkstaff,” she exclaimed.

The old Hunter just appeared before her, standing in
front of the campsite. She didn’t detect his presence or smell him,
this time. Was she too preoccupied with her list? She looked behind
him to see if the new snow was disturbed, and was amazed to see no
footprint to mark his approach.

“I was making my rounds to see how everyone survived
the night.”

“And did they?” she asked.

“Some, it would appear, better than others,” he
said, eyeing her breakfast.

“Care to join me?” she asked. “I’m afraid I haven’t
gotten as far as plates, or fork for that matter.”

“All things can be improvised,” he said. Drawing his
knife, he set about cutting off sections of bark from one of the
fallen trees nearby.

A knife was definitely on the top of her list of
essentials for wilderness survival, and, looking at the pieces of
bark Folkstaff brought back, plates would definitely be at the top
of the list too. The fork was easily replaced by a stick, which
served its purpose well, so flatware wouldn’t need to be at the top
of the list, maybe somewhere in the middle.

The potatoes didn’t cook all the way through as some
of the larger pieces were raw and a bit crunchy, but Master
Folkstaff didn’t complain and seemed to enjoy the unexpected
breakfast.

“So, how did the other cadets do, if I’m allowed to
ask?”

“To tell you the truth,” Folkstaff said after
swallowing. “Not as well as I had hoped. Twelve students had to be
taken back to the Academy last night.”

“Nothing serious, I hope.”

“No, nothing that can’t be treated,” he replied
“Mostly, over exposure, though there were two burns and a
poisoning.”

“Poisoning?”

“There are a lot of uneatable plants and berries in
the wild,” He replied, “But I don’t think you have anything to
worry about,” he said, finishing off his plate, or bark. “Although,
it would appear, a few of your colleagues, share the same taste in
food. I was unaware there were so many apple orchards around, or
pear trees for that matter,” He added with a raised eyebrow. “You
wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

“No, sir,” she replied, “But, if I did know
something. Would something like that be considered… cheating?”

Folkstaff laughed.

“No, in survival, there are no real rules, therefore
there is no cheating,” he replied. “As I said, anything goes. I
allowed you to use your Edge, during the exercise, since it is a
part of you. It is a part of your identity. In order to past this
exercise, you had to know and understand all the parts that make
you, who you are. Your friends, whoever they may be, are a part of
your identity. Now, clean up and be back to the clearing by midday,
you can find your way, I assume?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied. “But, sir…”

She looked away for a moment, and he was gone. The
only footprints were, where the old Hunter sat, and where he went
to cut the bark from the tree. He was there one moment, and gone
the next

There was no rush to break down camp. She finished
off her potatoes, onions and cheese, making a mental note to write
down the recipe for further evaluation. A few herbs and spices
could have made it a very palatable dish.

Finishing off the last of her water, she hung her
hat over the fire to dry and proceeded to deconstruct her
shelter.

-Kile going?-

Tik asked, coming down from the tree and sitting on
one of the lower branches.

“I’m afraid so, Tik. Thanks, for all your help.”

-Tik helped Kile.-

“Yes, Tik Helped Kile,” she grinned. “There’s still
some food left under the tree. You can divide it among your
friends, although I’m not sure how far it will go, with the amount
of friends you have.”

Tik hopped down from the branch and searched through
the last of the food. He grabbed something, before retreating back
up the tree.

She finished taking apart the shelter and returning
the tree to its original condition, then doused the fire and broke
down the small stone firewall. When she was finished, she left the
site just as it had been. It was a bit sad though, she was going to
miss her home away from home, and in many ways it was more
comfortable than her room back at the Academy, except for the
bathroom, that was one comfort she was looking forward to.

She headed back the way she came, up through the
woods, remembering every landmark and tree in order to find her way
back. When she finally arrived, what she found was not what she
expected. The entire clearing was filled with large tents and
campfires. There was even a large fire pit in the center of the
camp where food was being prepared for the cadets.

“Kile Girl.”

That was something she didn’t miss. She turned to
the source. Alex was sitting by a campfire waving as Daniel emerged
from one of the tents.

“What’s this?” She asked, walking over. She survived
a cold night with her small campfire, a shelter made of tree
branches and a bed of pine needles, while everyone else were
sleeping in warm tents on cots. It was a bit annoying.

“It would appear purifying water is not something I
am capable of doing,” Daniel laughed.

“I don’t understand,” she said, looking around the
campsite. “I thought this was supposed to be a solo exercise.”

“It is, or… it was,” Daniel explained. “These were
some of the cadets who didn’t make it through the night.”

“Or even to the night,” Alex added, looking down at
the fire.

“When we ran into trouble, Master Folkstaff brought
us back here, everything was already set up.”

So, the minute they ran into trouble, they called
for help. The exercise was only for one night, they couldn’t
survive one night out in the wild and they wanted to be Hunters.
She could understand the twelve cadets who were taken back to the
Academy. She was sure the Guild frowns on cadets dying of exposure
or poisoning for the sake of an exercise, but this was entirely
different.

“Is everyone here?” She asked, looking around the
site. She spotted Eric, sitting outside one of the tents with
Robert and Murphy.

“Not everyone,” Folkstaff answered.

“Oh, sorry, sir,” Kile apologized. She didn’t see
the old Hunter behind her.

“No need, cadet Veller, the sentiment is mutual.”
Folkstaff said, looking around the site. He didn’t look very
pleased with what he saw. “Only three cadets managed to spend the
entire night outside the clearing.”

“Only three?”

“You, cadet Hausman, and cadet Larks.”

She didn’t know who Larks was, but Carter didn’t
surprise her. He was too stubborn. He could have lost his arm and
still wouldn’t have given up.

“I do hope some try harder, during the survival
examination,” Folkstaff said, walking away.

“Well, that was kind of… mean,” Alex pouted.

“No. He’s right. I gave up too quickly.” Daniel
replied “When he appeared last night and asked if I wanted to give
up, I did.”

“He asked you?” Kile exclaimed, turning to Daniel.
“He never asked me.”

“Would you have… if he did ask you? Would you have
given up?”

“Well, no, I guess not,” she said, shaking her head.
Why would she? She was quite comfortable out there, in fact, she
seriously wanted to go back, but she did ask the squirrels for
help, and there was Kaza. If this was a victory, it wasn’t a very
clean one.

“So… how did you guys do, anyhow?” she asked, taking
a seat by the fire.

“Horribly,” Alex replied and prodded the flames with
a stick. “How was I supposed to know you shouldn’t eat cold
snow?”

“Why don’t you tell her about your fire?” Daniel
laughed.

“I couldn’t start one, so when I saw him coming, I
created an illusion.”

“Yeah, he tried to fake out the instructor with an
illusion of a fire.”

“It was a great illusion, one of my best, and it
would have worked.”

“Why didn’t it?” Kile asked, although she already
knew.

“Illusions don’t give off heat,” Daniel laughed.

“If it wasn’t for the squirrels, I would have
probably starved to death,” Alex pouted.

“That may be a bit of an exaggeration,” Daniel
corrected him and sat down beside Kile.

“What about the squirrels?” She asked.

“Oh, it was weird. These squirrels came charging
across the field and ran straight up the tree I was sitting under,
and then dropped an apple on my head. What are the chances of that
happening?”

“Yeah, Kile, what are the chances?” Daniel asked
with a knowing grin.

“Gee, Daniel, I don’t know,” she replied.

“What? Did I miss something?” Alex asked, looking
between the two of them.

“There you guys are.” Carter shouted, coming around
the tent. “I thought I heard you. I’ve been to seven of these tents
so far looking for you guys. So, you all washed out, huh, couldn’t
spend even one night out in the wild.”

“Kile did,” Daniel replied. “She’s only just
arrived.”

“You spent the entire night?” Carter asked. There
was a look of defeat on his face. Knowing he wasn’t the only one to
spend the entire night in the wild was one thing. He could live
with that. But, when the only girl manages the same feat, it
diminished his accomplishment.

“If it makes you feel any better, only three of us
completed the exercise,” She replied.

“Only three, so, only you two guys washed out,”
Carter laughed. “So, what happened?”

“I was able to get something which resembled a
shelter, but, I hate to say it, water was a problem, since I
couldn’t get a fire started to save my life,” Daniel replied.

“Yeah, from what I heard, trying to find you guys,
that seemed to be the biggest obstacle, that and finding food in
the dead of winter.”

“Food wasn’t a problem,” Daniel replied, looking
over at Kile. “It was the fire that did me in.”

“That’s why you should always carry one of these,”
Carter said, pulling a small stone out of his pocket.

“Is that… a piece of flint?” Kile asked.

“Yeah,” he grinned. “I always keep a piece of flint
on me whenever I go off into the woods. You never know when you’ll
need it. Truth is, I’ve never needed it until now, but I was glad I
had it.”

“What about the other things, shelter, water, food?”
Daniel asked Carter, but he was still watching Kile.

“Oh, food?”

“Yeah, food, you know, the stuff you’re supposed to
eat.”

“Oh… I… I found some,” Carter replied

“Where?” Daniel asked.

“Around, you know, I foraged.”

“Oh, like… nuts, berries, apples.”

“Yeah, that is, you know… apples,” He replied.

“Yeah, that's what I figured, delivered by
squirrels.”
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The first signs of spring were finally reaching the
Academy. Kile sloshed her way through the mud of the compound until
she caught up with Daniel and Carter. They were heading towards the
stables. Master Folkstaff spent the last five weeks, giving them a
refresher course on wilderness survival, covering everything from
starting fires to digging latrines. Master Boraro picked up where
he left off, knocking into their heads, the importance of good
swordsmanship. Now, Master Pike was determined to challenge them
and their mounts under every condition he could possibly think of.
Ever since the loss of fourteen Hunters and the growing concerns of
the worsening conditions on the western border, training at the
Academy intensified. With intensification, came the walkouts. No
names were read that morning, but there seemed to be a few faces
missing during breakfast.

“You weren’t at practice again last night,” Carter
remarked without turning around.

For some reason, he took it as a personal offense
when Kile missed their sparring matches. Although from what she
heard, Murphy more than made up for her absence. She couldn’t tell
them she was sneaking out to the stables late each night to learn
the touchy system from Luke, or whatever it was he insisted on
calling it. It felt more comfortable and more intuitive than what
Master Boraro was teaching. She felt as if she was making
progress.

“I’ll try to be there tonight,” she said.

“Hey, it’s not for me, it’s for you,” Carter
remarked. “I don’t need the practice.”

“Fine, I’ll be there,” she promised.

Two sparring classes in one day, she was going to be
sore tomorrow morning.

“Hey guys, wait up,” Alex cried as he came charging
across the compound. “Did you hear?” He shouted.

“Yeah, we heard you,” Carter shouted back.

“No, I mean, did you hear, four more cadets walked
out this morning.”

“Four more?” Daniel exclaimed. “That brings our
total class down to what… just over thirty?”

“And the first years have lost nearly twenty cadets
since last week.”

“It’s a mass exodus,” Carter replied. “People are
running in fear of the war.”

“War? What war?” Kile asked.

“You don’t think all those little skirmishes on the
western border are random, do you? They're gearing up for
something, something big, and that means trouble.”

“Yeah, but… you don’t really think we would go to
war, do you?” Kile asked.

“Who can say?” Daniel added. “I didn’t think there
were even enough valrik left to do this much damage.”

“But what does that have to do with the Hunters, why
so many drop outs?”

“If the crown goes to war, then the Hunters will be
reassigned to the military as a recon group.”

“Assigned to the military?”

Great, she can finally see the end of the tunnel as
a Hunter, only to graduate and be drafted.

“It hasn’t gotten that far, yet,” Daniel assured
her.

“I don’t know about that,” Alex added. “I heard
another three Hunters were found dead over the winter, which brings
the total up to sixteen…”

“Seventeen,” Daniel corrected.

“… seventeen Hunters.”

“What are you, the town crier?” Carter asked,
slapping Alex upside the head.

“Hey, I won’t tell you what else I learned.”

“Spill it.”

“Qunton Nashes…”

“Quaineess Nyn,” they shouted together.

“How am I supposed to remember that name?” Alex
pouted.

“Yeah, come on guys, he has a hard enough time
remembering his own,” Daniel laughed and ruffled Alex’s hair.

“Hey, cut that out, or I won’t tell you
anything.”

Carter and Daniel looked at one another and
shrugged. “Find with us,” they said together.

Kile was not so willing to let the matter drop.
“What about Quaineess Nyn?” she asked, although she knew she wasn’t
going to like what she was about to hear.

“See, Kile wants to know.”

“She’s a glutton for punishment. You’ve seen her in
Master Boraro’s classes.”

“Quinlinn Niss…”

“Quaineess Nyn!”

“Whatever. His exhibit was broken into again, this
time, whoever did it, stole the ring as well as the long
knife.”

“Who would want old relics from an old Hunter?”
Carter asked.

“Look guys, go on without me, I’ll just be a
minute,” Kile said, running off. She didn’t wait to give them an
explanation as she headed towards the Great Hall.

The doors were open and classes were in session. The
first years would be studying all the things she learned last year,
but forgot over the summer. Stepping into the Great Hall, her eyes
went to the small room, just beneath the stairs. The door was still
locked, and she was the only one with a key. She thought about
going back to get it, just to see that painting once more, but
there wasn’t time.

The Great Hall was generally empty, except for a
handful of first years, mulling around the displays. She walked
over to Quaineess Nyn’s painting. Where the old Hunter’s display
case once stood was now a vacant spot. Only a few stray bits of
broken glass were left. She crouched down and ran her hand across
the floor. It was Eric, she could tell by the smell. Why would
someone go through so much trouble for just a few trinkets of a
long dead Hunter, whose name no one could even pronounce?

“Kile, what are you doing here?” Master Adams asked
as he approached. He was carrying a stack of books and looked as if
he was going to, or coming from, one of his classes.

“What happened here?” she asked.

“We’re not really sure,” he said, shaking his head.
She could tell he was really upset. Someone, and not just anyone,
but a cadet, destroyed a piece of the Hunter’s heritage.

“The case was found completely vandalized. Whoever
did it, wanted whatever was inside, bad enough to go through all
that trouble.”

“But, there really wasn’t anything of… value in
there, was there?” Kile asked.

“Well, historical value maybe, but, I don’t know
about the monetary value,” Master Adams said, looking at her
carefully. “Do you know something about this?”

She hesitated for a moment, but thought someone
should at least know what was going on.

“I think… Eric did it.”

“Kile, throwing around accusations without proof can
get you into a lot of trouble.”

“I know. That’s why I didn’t say anything when the
scales went missing.”

“You don’t know how much I hope you’re wrong,”
Master Adams replied. “The Rimes are very well connected. Lore
Rimes, Eric’s father, is first cousin to High King Roland.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“No… well, now you do,” Master Adams replied. “To
accuse cadet Rimes of a crime, such as this, without proof, could
be very dangerous.”

Dangerous? That was not a word she would have used.
Risky maybe, foolish most likely, but dangerous implies danger, as
in two people go for a walk in the woods but only one returns.

“I understand, sir,” she said and started towards
the door.

“Kile,” Master Adams called out. “Get me proof, and
I’ll stand behind you, otherwise, my hands are tied.”

She stepped back out into the compound. If the Rimes
were directly related to the crown, it would explain how Eric was
able to take the entry examination three times, even if he failed
the psycho portion. It also explained why Lord Rimes had so much
pull with the Guild. There was no way she could openly accuse him
of a crime, even if she had proof.

She headed over to the stables. Grim was already
standing outside, waiting for her.

“You didn’t break the stall again, did you?”

-No-

The horse grumbled.

-The vir left it open.-

“Probably through it was better than repairing it
all the time.” She remarked. She grabbed hold of his mane and
pulled herself up.

-You seem… preoccupied.-

Grim commented as he took a leisurely walk to the
gate.

“Let’s just say I have information that somebody did
something, but I can’t prove it.”

-Have you tried… hitting him?-

“What!”

-From what I have seen, striking a vir a few times
usually gets a confession.-

“No, I haven’t hit him… well, okay, once I did, but
that was under completely different circumstances, and I didn’t
mean to.”

-Didn’t you-

“No, I did not. I don’t go around hitting my
problems to create solutions,” she said as they passed under the
western gates. The guards were giving her odd looks again. She must
remember not to carry on conversations with her horse in the
presents of other people.

They rode up to the open field where the other
cadets were already assembled and engaged in some form of
activity.

“Did I miss anything?” She asked, riding up along
side Daniel and Miliea.

“Nothing very important,” Daniel replied.

The other cadets were either trotting their horses
around in a large circle or watching other cadets trot around in a
large circle. The entire exercise seemed pointless. The only things
different, were a series of fences, propped up around the field. A
few of the more adventures cadets were trying their hand at jumping
them. They were set up along a marked course starting from where
Master Pike stood and ran the length of the field. It was a
straight line, so nobody could get lost.

“So, what did you run off for?” Daniel asked.

“I had to talk to Master Adams about something,” she
replied. It wasn’t actually true, but it was what happened, so it
was close enough.

“Was it something to do with Quaineess Nyn’s
exhibit?”

She forgot about the field and looked at Daniel.

“How did you know?” she asked.

“Oh, come on, Kile, it wasn’t hard to figure out. I
saw the way you looked when Alex told you about the theft, and then
you go running off. It wasn’t difficult to put two and two
together.”

“I think Eric stole the artifacts,” she said.

She didn’t plan on saying anything to anyone, but as
soon as she opened her mouth, it just fell out.

“Kile,” Daniel hissed in a harsh whisper. He looked
over his shoulder to make sure nobody heard. “You do not want to
say that out loud.”

She had no intention of saying it at all, let alone,
out loud, but now that it was out there, there was no taking it
back.

“That’s what I believe,” she said, defending
herself.

“Look, you’re not from the Callor Province, you’re
from the Shai Province, so you really don’t understand how much
trouble saying something like that could get you into. It would be
like me accusing Lord Rolf of being a theft.”

Was that supposed to mean something? She just stared
at Daniel, waiting for him to clarify.

“Lord Rolf? The Lord of Shai… your Province,” he
explained.

“I don’t know him,” She said with a shrug. “You can
accuse him of anything you want, why should I care. It’s not as if
Riverport is the hub of political activity. As long as the Lords
leave us alone, we don’t revolt.”

“It’s not a joke, Kile. Lord Rimes rules Callor,
some say a bit too harshly, but he gets what he wants and if he
wants his son to be a Hunter, then his son will be a Hunter.”

“Politics are overrated,” she said dismissively. She
could never follow the lineage of the royal families, who was next
in line for which seat. It all seemed pointless, and as long as
they didn’t come into Riverport with their lordly ways, what did
she care.

“Unless you are absolutely positive, do not tell
anyone what you think, and even then I would second guess
myself.”

“Fine, let him have the stuff. What do I care?” she
replied. “Maybe I’ll follow Grim’s suggestion instead.”

“What did he suggest?” Daniel asked nervously.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she replied.

Stretching out on Grim’s back, she stared up at the
clouds. Although she said she didn’t care, the problem was, she did
care. There was no reason she could think of that Eric would steal
from the Academy. She had no proof he stole the artifacts. She
never saw him steal the artifacts. Even when she saw him stealing
them, she didn’t see him steal them. He only tried to jimmy the
case, he never got a chance to actually take anything. Could she
say for certain, if she wasn’t there, he would have succeeded, and
if he did steal them, why not take them all at the same time? Why
risk going back for the rest, when he already got away with it
once? The more she thought about it, the more it didn’t make sense.
Maybe she was wrong after all. Maybe, he didn’t have anything to do
with the missing artifacts. Maybe it was someone else entirely, an
outsider, perhaps… no, he stole them.

“Hey, wish me luck,” Daniel said, urging Miliea
forward.

Sitting up, Kile watched Daniel ride the dapple gray
mare to the starting line where Master Pike stood waiting with his
timing stick. She had never seen a timing stick before, but she
could figure out how it worked easily enough. It was a simple
hourglass suspended in a metal hoop at the end of a four foot
wooden staff. Master Pike waited until the sands completely ran
through, and then motioned for Daniel to ride as he turned the
hourglass over in its hoop.

As the sands began to fall, Daniel rode Miliea to
the first gate. It was a series of jumps. Each fence being slightly
taller or slightly shorter than the next, there didn’t appear to be
any pattern, just a bunch of wooden fences lined up across a long
run. Daniel didn’t hesitate. He took Miliea over each jump, one
after the other. To Kile, his form and speed were perfect, but she
didn’t have anything to compare it to. After the last jump, Daniel
turned Miliea around a flag at the end of the course and did a
straight run, thundering past the other cadets at a full gallop.
When he finally crossed the finish line, Master Pike scribbled in
his book, tapped the hour glass and waited until the sands ran out.
He nodded to Daniel and mumbled something to him which Kile
couldn’t hear.

“So, how did I do?” Daniel asked, riding up beside
Kile. Miliea was still a bit nervous around the mountain pony or it
could have been Kile, the horse was nervous around, what with the
whole Maligar incident.

“Beautifully,” Kile replied.

-Foolishly.-

Grim added. Fortunately, nobody heard it but
her.

Master Pike called the next name on his list, one
she wasn’t familiar with. The cadet rode up to the starting line on
a red roan stallion. She knew the horse’s name, Tandara, his vir
name was Thunder. Kile thought it a bit odd she could recall all
the name of all the horses but none of the cadets. This time she
was more interested in the run. If she wanted to know how well
Daniel really did, she had to see how the other cadets fared. It
would also give her an idea of what she was supposed to do. She
watched as Tandara and his unknown rider ran the course as
effortlessly as Daniel. There didn’t appear to be any trick to it,
just getting the horse over the gates and remembering to hold
on.

“Cadet Bartlow.” Master Pike called out and tapped
the hourglass to get the last of the sand to fall.

Alex moved Illusion up to the line. The smaller
cadets looked nervous, sitting on the back of his horse, and he had
every right to be. He was not a very good horseman, and he would be
the first to admit it. Master Pike flipped the hourglass and
motioned for them to go, but Illusion didn’t feel like it. The
horse began to trot sideways and Kile knew Illusion was just
showing off again. She would have to have another talk with him
about his misbehaving.

Master Pike rolled his eyes and gave the horse a
good swat on the hind quarters. Illusion jumped forward. Rider and
horse headed for the first gate, unfortunately only the horse made
it over. Alex let go in mid jump, rolled off the back of illusion,
bounced off the fence and landed, face first, in the mud. The line
of cadets gasped at first, and then broke into laughter.

“Keep going cadet.” Pike yelled.

Kile noticed the Horse Master never asked if he was
okay, or if he needed help, that would have been a sign of humanity
and Master Pike was above that.

Alex didn’t let the mud stop him. He grabbed
Illusion’s reins, remounted and preceded to the next jump. She had
to give the boy credit, she wasn’t sure what she would have done if
it happened to her, but Alex was Alex and he took everything in
stride. Whether it was luck, or sheer determination, he managed to
hang on through the next seven jumps, rounded the flag, and crossed
the finish line with a big grin on his mud covered face.

Master Pike shook his head as he jotted something
down in his book.

-This is foolish, what purpose does it serve?-

Grim asked.

“It’s to show that cadets can handle their horses.”
Kile whispered in the pony’s ear, making sure no one was
watching.

-It’s obvious you vir have no control, nor respect
for horses, not that the horses have much respect for themselves.
To debase themselves in such… frivolous activities.-

This was not what she wanted to hear. Her name was
coming up on the list, eventually, and if Grim wasn’t going to
cooperate, there was little she could do to persuade him.

“You are going to jump,” she told him.

-Mountain Ponies don’t jump.-

That was something else she didn’t want to hear.

“Cadet Larks,” Master Pike called out.

Now that was a name she had heard before, the only
other Hunter to pass the survival exercise beside her and Carter.
She watched as the tall blond haired boy rode up to the starting
line and recognized him as the cadet she berated about his ill
treatment towards Lionora. The mare looked a lot better now and was
more accepting of her rider than she was in the past. It was nice
to see he was treating her better. They ran through the course
perfectly as Lionora cleared each jump with room to spare.

“That’s how you do it.’ She whispered to Grim.

-Mountain ponies don’t jump.-

He replied.

Kile watched the other cadets run the course. Most
of them made it look easy. Carter and Dirk made it through
effortlessly, but that really didn’t surprise her. The two formed
some kind of bond and moved in perfect unison. She would even go as
far as to say, they were better than Keith and Lionora, but then,
she was probably biased.

When Eric and Midnight were called, the black
stallion was a bit more temperamental than the other horses. He
didn’t like Eric. He made that clear during his conversations with
Kile, and she couldn’t blame him. Although Midnight was usually
docile, today was an exception. She watched in anticipation as they
charged the first gate, but only Eric made it over. Midnight
stopped just short of jumping and launched the rather startled boy
through the air. Eric came down hard in the mud on the opposite
side, and lay there for several moments before pulling himself up.
The cadets broke out in laughter and Alex was among the
loudest.

Eric was far from amused. He glared at the cadets
and the laughter stopped. Kile was sure she could see the mud
baking on him as he started to, quite literally, heat up. Midnight,
finding himself without a rider, decided to walk back to the
stables. Master Pike was beside himself. She couldn’t help but
wonder how the Horse Master would mark this down in his little
book. Technically, Eric failed. He never crossed the finish line.
He never even made it over the first jump. But if Master Pike was
as weary of Eric’s family as everyone else appeared to be, what
would the mark be?

Brushing off the dry, flaking mud, Eric stormed off
to retrieve his mount. No sooner had he left the field, the
laughter started again. Were all these people so frightened of him
and his family? It didn’t seem possible one name could generate so
much fear.

“Kile.”

She turned to see Daniel pointed towards Master
Pike, who was looking in her direction, actually, he wasn’t just
looking, he was glaring at her.

“Cadet Veller,” He shouted, and she realized it was
finally her turn.

“Don’t make me look like a fool,” she whispered to
Grim and the pony started forward.

When she reached the starting line, Master Pike took
two steps back. He waited until the sand completely ran out and
then turned the hourglass over.

“Go,” he yelled, but Grim didn’t move.

Master Pike rolled his eyes and even dared to take a
step closer, but she didn’t think he would be brave enough to swat
the mountain pony on the hind quarters, not if he valued his
feet.

“Some time today, cadet Veller,” he said again with
as much bravado as he could, He watched the hairy, black, pony
cautiously.

She tried to urge Grim forward, but the pony
wouldn’t move. At least she was giving the cadets, along the line,
something else to laugh about.

Desperate times call for desperate measures, which
meant there was only one thing she could do… bribe him.

“I’ll get you a piece of apple pie, if you run this
course.” She whispered in Grim’s ear.

-Two-

He replied.

Great, now she was haggling with her horse.

“Fine… two pieces.” She said, giving in.

-Then hold on.-

Lunging forward, Grim broke into a full gallop, his
platter size hoofs slammed into the mud. He never slowed as he
reached the first fence and Kile braced herself for the jump, but
it never came. Grim barreled through the wooden fence without
stopping, sending out splinters of wood in all directions.

“Grim, what are you…?”

But before she could even finish the thought, he was
through the second gate and she had to duck to avoid being struck
by the debris.

He took out each gate without stopping, one after
the other. By now the cadets on the line were having a wonderful
time as they laughed at Grim’s run, but the mountain pony was far
from finished. He took out the last gate, then took the final turn
around the flag wide as he headed for the finish line, coming
dangerously close to the other horses who reared up to avoid being
struck by the mad pony. The cadets did all they could to keep their
horses under control, some were not as fortunate and found
themselves looking up from the mud.

Grim came into the finish, sideways, as his backside
slammed into Master Pike, launching the man ten feet through the
air. He hit the ground in a most undignified manner.

The Horse Master was furious as he picked himself
up.

“That beast should be destroyed. He is a danger and
a menace,” Pike shouted, walking up to Kile and waving his finger.
Grim took offense to this description and snapped at the man.
Master Pike barely managed to get out of the range of the horse’s
teeth.

“That’s it, this horse hates me. I want him gone. Do
you hear me? Gone,” he shouted.

“I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know what’s gotten into
him.” Kile replied, but she knew all too well, what was bothering
Grim. He didn’t like to be made a fool of, and he knew who was
responsible.

“I don’t care. You and that… that… beast, failed,”
Pike shouted from a safe distance.

“Why is that?”

“What, are you blind?” The Horse Master asked,
turning around. He suddenly stopped. “Oh, sorry, sir.”

“No, you’re not.” Lathery replied. “But that's
alright. I’ve come to expect it, I suppose.”

He was leaning up against the paddock fence, his
cloak wrapped around him. He was standing right where Kile was
waiting to take her run and she was positive he wasn’t there when
she started. How was he always popping up at just the right
time?

“Sir, no disrespect, but clearly, even you can see,
she didn’t run the course, she didn’t make a single jump,” Pike
explained.

“And your complaint is?” Latherby asked.

Master Pike was shaking. He was on the verge of
exploding and probably would have if it was anyone but the Guild
Master. Latherby calmly shook his head. It was that calmness which
annoyed Master Pike the most.

“If I’m not mistaken, the requirement for the test
was to run the course within the allotted time,” Lathery replied,
tapping the last grains of sand down from the hourglass. “Clearly,
she succeeded in that.’

“She didn’t make a single jump.”

“Well of course not. I would have thought, as a
Horse Master, you of all people would know, mountain ponies don’t
jump.”

“Of course they can jump, I’ve seen them jump.”

“I did not say they couldn’t jump, I said they don’t
jump. It’s really a matter of choice,” Latherby said. He reached
down and picked up Master Pike’s book and slowly flipped through
the pages.

“Choice, since when are the horses making the
decisions,” Pike replied. By the tone of his voice, he was getting
more irate by the minute. “If the rider is being controlled by the
horse, who is the master?”

“Between a Hunter and his… or her… mount, there is
no master. The Hunter’s greatest ally and companion is their
horse.”

“That’s preposterous, what are the purpose of these
tests, what is the purpose of an entry examination if we just let
anyone become a Hunter. Are we not supposed to weed out the
undesirable, those who can’t hack it, or are we now giving special
treatment to…”

Master Latherby turned on Mater Pike.

“To?” he asked.

“Individuals,” Pike finished.

“So, you are opposed to giving special treatment to
certain cadets, is that it?”

“I think every cadet should be evaluated equally. If
they can’t complete the course, they shouldn’t be here. It’s as
simple as that,” Pike replied calmly.

“Perhaps you are right,” Latherby said, flipping
through the pages of Pike’s book. “Oh, look here Horse Master. It
would appear you made an error in your entry.”

“What… what are you talking about?”

“This cadet, here,” Latherby declared, pointing to a
name on one of the pages. “If I am not mistaken, this boy did not
complete the course either. Therefore, he failed, but you have him
down as passing. It must have just been a mistake. I’ll just
correct this for you, shall I?”

“There’s no need for that, there was no mistake,”
Pike replied, taking the book from Latherby.

“Didn’t you just explain to me that cadet Veller
failed the test because her mount didn’t make a single jump?”

“That’s correct.”

“And yet, she still mangled to cross the finish line
within the time allotted, but that cadet failed to make a single
jump and failed to finish the course, and yet, you’ve marked him
down as passing. I don’t understand. Who’s getting special
treatment?”

Master Pike clutched the book and stared at
Latherby.

“I… may… have been hasty… about cadet Veller’s
score. Now that I think about it… She did, come in under time, so…
I suppose… she passes,” he said reluctantly.

“See, that wasn’t so hard now, was it?” Latherby
grinned.

“No, sir.”

“Very good… Oh, and by the way, cadet Bartlow also
passed… you had that written down incorrectly as well.”

“Yes, sir.”

“It’s as you said, Master Pike, everyone should be
evaluated equally. We wouldn’t want any… special treatment.”

“No, sir.”

 


“There she is,” Carter called out, lifting his cup
of water in a mock salute, “the luckiest cadet at the Academy.”

It was a far cry from being called a jinx no more
than a year ago, but Kile didn’t appreciate the change. She didn’t
like to be thought of as lucky, especially when luck didn’t have
anything to do with it. She also didn’t like the idea that some of
the cadets were starting to think of her as a special case now.
Mathew Latherby may have gotten Master Pike to change his mind, but
it only exacerbated the whispering which was going on behind her
back. Slamming her tray down on the table, she unintentionally
silenced the room.

“He was only joking, Kile,” Daniel said.

“No, he wasn’t,” she replied. “He was just giving
voice to what everyone else was thinking. That I’m getting some
kind of special treatment.”

“Maybe you are,” Carter muttered.

“Is that what you think too?”

“Come on, Kile, you did botch the course pretty
badly, you didn’t make a single jump and you can hardly control
that beast.” Carter remarked.

“I don’t think it was all her fault,” Daniel
replied.

“Then whose fault was it? All I’m saying is… maybe
you don’t have what it takes to be a Hunter.”

“Is that it, is that your opinion?” she asked.

“Yeah, and it’s not only mine.”

“You don’t think I know that,” She said, pushing her
tray aside. Somehow, she had lost her appetite.

“Why don’t you lay off, Carter?” Daniel
demanded.

“Oh come on Danny, she can’t fight, she can’t ride,
yeah, she has a bit of book smarts but that’s not going to save her
out in the wild.”

“She was one, of only three, to pass Master
Folkstaff survival test.”

“Yeah… well, I don’t know,” Carter said
dismissively.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she shouted, and
again, it had the unintentional effect of silencing the dining
hall.

“All I’m saying is, nobody knows what happed that
night,” Carter replied, dropping his voice.

“So, you’re saying, I didn’t survive the test, that
I’m actually dead out there on the hillside somewhere.”

“You could have gotten help,” Carter replied. “All
I’m saying is, nobody knows.”

“Knock it off, Carter,” Daniel shot back

“No,” Kile said, looking down at her tray. “He’s
entitled to his opinion.”

“We all had help during the survival test, that was
half the point of the test, if you bothered to listen to what
Master Folkstaff was saying,” Daniel replied.

“Oh, I heard what he said, but I know I did it by
myself.”

“Is that so? So, you forgot about the squirrels
which brought you food?” Daniel asked.

“That was a fluke, and I took advantage of it,”
Carter remarked. “That’s what survival is all about.”

“That was not a fluke. That was…”

“Daniel.” Kile interrupted.

That was the last thing she wanted to come out at
this moment.

“Hey, what did I miss?” Alex asked, setting his tray
down on the table. He looked from Daniel to Carter to Kile then
back to Daniel. “Is something wrong?”

“Apparently, so,” Kile said, getting to her feet. “I
have to see to the horses.”

“Was it something I said?” she heard Alex ask as she
walked out of the dining Hall.

 


The horses didn’t need looking after, since the
cadets were taking on more and more of the responsibilities. She
simply needed to make sure there was water in the troughs and oats
in the feed bin, beyond that, there wasn’t much else she could do,
but, it was better than being in the dining Hall. The horses
understood, the horses didn’t judge her, well, most of the horses
didn’t judge her. She wasn’t too sure about Grim. She hardly spoke
to the mountain pony during their ride back to the stables. She
wasn’t sure if she wanted to speak to him now. He had his own way
of looking at things, to him, everything was black and white. You
either agreed with him or you didn’t. Unfortunately, she was
finding out she was agreeing less with him as the days passed, but,
at the moment, it wasn’t Grim who was bothering her, it was Carter.
Actually, it wasn’t so much Carter. He was just putting a voice to
her nagging concerns. He was just a target.

Much of what he said was true. Her continued
existence at the Academy had a lot to do with Guild Master
Latherby. She never asked the man to interfere, she never saw him
around to ask him. He always seemed to pop up at the right time.
Could he be watching her? He did approach her, during her first
week at the Academy, when Tree was escorting them around the Great
Hall. He even showed her the secret gallery under the stairs and
gave her the key. Was it because she was the only female cadet? Did
he show this much interest in Erin Silva? She never thought to ask
Erin when she had the chance.

“What seems to be troubling you?”

She turned around expecting to see the Guild Master,
standing behind her, but it was only Luke. Her face must have
relayed her relief and the stablehand smiled.

“Expecting someone else?” He asked, dropping a sack
of feed he was carrying.

“No, sir, I was just thinking.”

“Thinking like that can be dangerous.” He said. He
wiped his hands on his pants and stared at her for a moment.
“Something is troubling you.”

“I… kind of got into an argument.”

“An argument?”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds, it’s… with a
friend.”

“I see, and what was this argument about.”

“Pride.”

“Yours or his?”

“I little of both, I guess. He said I wasn’t
qualified to be a Hunter, that if it wasn’t for Guild Master
Latherby’s interference, I would have never made it this far.”

“Do you believe that’s true?”

“In a way, yes, I do.”

“So, you’re saying, the Guild Master has nothing
better to do than to watch after you? That is prideful.”

“No, I don’t think that’s the case, but he always
seems to be popping up whenever I get into trouble with one of the
instructors.”

“I see, and are you the only one he looks out
for?”

“Well, the last time he did help Alex as well, but
it was because of me he was there.”

“I am sure the Guild Master watches all the cadets,
when he has a chance to watch any of them. Maybe he helps you out
the most, because you tend to get into trouble the most.”

“So, you agree, I’m not qualified to be here, and it
is only because of him I am still here.”

“Yes… and no. I am saying I believe you are
qualified, but also, there are certain… individuals…” He stopped
and looked around the stables as if he expected to be overheard,
then just shook his head. “It’s not really important, what is
important is what you think. Do you think you have what it
takes?”

“I thought so, I’m not really sure now.” She said,
leaving the stables.

She headed back to her room. She wasn’t in the mood
to train, not with Luke, and especially not with Carter at the
moment. What was the purpose anyhow? If she couldn't even hold her
own with Carter when he was letting her win, how was she supposed
to pass the combat test with an opponent that wasn’t going to be so
generous? She stopped half way to the dorms. Complacency, she
thought. She had fallen into that mind numbing trap where she was
giving up the will to survive. To give up the will to survive was
to give up the will to live. Was this what Master Folkstaff was
talking about?

Turning around, she headed back up the hill and
pushed open the stable doors. Luke was sitting on the bench, the
wrapped Lann at his side, he grinned as she entered.

“Sooner than I thought,” he said, getting to his
feet.

“You knew I’d be back?” She asked.

“Of course, you are a Hunter… aren’t you?” Luke
replied and handed Kile the wrapped blades.
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Spring was in the air, the snow was completely gone,
and the rainy season had just begun. With the official changing of
the seasons came the changing of the curriculum. Weapons training,
under the always delightful Master Boraro intensified, deviating
from the standard sword to some of the more unorthodox weaponry,
such as the dagger, the axe, and everyone’s favorite, the bola.
Forty odd cadets swinging around bolas and only six concussions, it
went a lot better than Kile thought.

Master Voreing was instructing the cadets in the
diversity of the different cultures. Although, it appeared he
didn’t have much patience for the different cultures and described
most of them as heathen, primitive or uncivilized. Master Adams
switched his lessons from literature to logistics and they began to
study more advanced mathematics under Master Rooqack.

The lessons were becoming more and more practical,
things they could actually see a Hunter using, things like dealing
with officials and superiors, their position on the social ladder,
the proper way to apprehend a fugitive and the paper work which
followed. Every day they were being brought deeper and deeper into
the inner workings of the Guild, which appeared to exist for the
same reason as any business existed, to make a profit. Sure, the
Guild provided services such as the delivery of packages, the
protection of caravans, the apprehension of fugitives, and the
procurement of information, but it was all done for the sake of
profit.

At first, it was a disheartening reality for Kile,
who viewed the Hunter as more of a noble profession, a savior if
you will, rather than a businessman. But, the more she learned, the
more she realized no organization, no matter how much good it did
for the society as a whole, could survive without funds. So they
learned another valuable lesson that not all assignments handed out
by the Guild were on the up and up, they may be required to do
things which might go against their moral character. Nobody came
out and said it, and Kile was sure if she asked, they would deny
it, but the Hunter’s were not above bending a few laws. This must
have been too much for a few, since they lost another five
cadets.

They started out with one hundred and twenty cadets,
and in a matter of two years they were now down to only thirty
five, and they stood in the field, waiting on Master Boraro. Nobody
knew what was going on, since none of the staff ever informed the
cadets ahead of time when changes would be made, but after the roll
was called, and the breakfast was consumed, instead of reporting to
class, they were to report back to the list.

Master Boraro stood before them with his hands
clasped behind his back. Perhaps he thought some more cadets were
coming, or maybe he hoped some more were leaving, it was difficult
to tell with Master Boraro.

Within a few minutes, Master Folkstaff arrived. He
took one look at Master Boraro and just shook his head. The two
Hunters standing side by side were a direct contradiction to one
another, and they both knew it.

“Stand easy,” Master Folkstaff said, taking his
place before the cadets.

Boraro shot him a look which clearly stated, he
thought Folkstaff was overstepping his authority, Folkstaff just
shrugged him off.

“It would appear we have fewer cadets than before,”
He said, looking up and down the ranks. Unlike Master Boraro, he
appeared to be disappointed.

“You’re probably wondering what this is all about.
Well, this is your second year evaluation survival exercise, one of
the hardest examinations you’re likely to face during your last
year here. It will test everything you have learned so far,
although the test rules are simple, it will not be easy. There are
three items placed in the wild, you have five days to find them,
and bring them back here. You will break up into teams of five, and
take what supplies you think you need, beyond that… pretty much
anything goes.” Folkstaff said and turned to the Weapon’s Master.
“Do you have anything to add?” he asked.

Boraro looked at him, but said nothing. He didn’t
look very pleased. Something was obviously changed for the
exercise, something the Weapons Master didn’t agree with, which
meant, it could only work in the cadet’s favor.

“If there is nothing else, then you have three hours
to form your team. If you can’t find a team, you will be assigned
to one. Once you have your team, report to either Master Boraro or
myself for evaluation. If we feel your team is well balanced, we
will sign off on it, if not, we may have to reassign members. You
will also have to choose an instructor from the list on the board
and report to him. He will go over the details of this exorcise and
provide you with the key items you will require. If there are no
further questions, then you may begin.”

None of the cadets moved, they were looking to the
Weapon’s Master. Boraro grinned as he slowly turned his head
towards Folkstaff. This was some kind of power struggle between the
two of them and the cadets were caught in the middle. Folkstaff
didn’t seem to notice or didn’t really care, and walked back to the
office.

“Dismissed,” Boraro bellowed.

The cadets began to scatter, some already forming up
in teams while others wander around aimlessly, Kile headed towards
the notice board.

“I have a feeling this is going to be the easy
part,” Daniel said, catching up with her.

“What, the test?” she asked.

“No, forming teams,” he laughed.

Reaching the board she looked down the list of
instructors. Beside each name was a tag to be removed by the team
leader, that way, no more than one team per instructor per
instructions. She quickly grabbed the tag marked for Master Adams.
If she was going to have to listen to the rules of this little
game, she would rather have them explained to her by someone who
didn’t want to see her fail.

“Don’t you think the team should pick together?”
Daniel asked, not that he really cared one way or the other who was
going to explain the test to him.

“Yeah,” She replied. “But I also know there are a
lot of instructors here who wouldn’t think twice about sacrificing
four cadets for the opportunity to fail one,” she replied.

“Good point.”

“So, who is in this group of ours, I am assuming
we’re on the same team.”

“Of course,” Daniel replied, looking at her as if
she just uttered the strangest thing he ever heard.

“Well, it's just that… I haven’t been around during
practice too much and… well… the way Carter feels towards me. I
thought you might not want me around.”

“Carter talks, quite a bit actually, but he doesn’t
mean what he says.”

“That must be very difficult for him.”

“I mean he was just blowing off steam that day, it’s
nothing personal, it just… Carter.”

They found Alex sitting on the top rail of the fence
waiting for them. They found Carter, leaning against one of the
post beside him. He turned only when Alex tapped him on the
shoulder.

“Now, we are four,” Alex announced proudly, jumping
down from the fence. “Who’s going to be the fifth?” Carter
asked.

“Why not Murphy?” Alex replied.

The other three exchanged looks. Murphy had been
coming to their sparring group on and off for the last couple of
months, and was there a lot more than Kile had been recently, but
there was clearly some reservation in including him.

“It’s not like we have much of a choice,” Daniel
replied, gauging Carter’s reaction. “We can either ask Murphy to
join us, or see who Master Boraro saddles us with.”

“Fine,” Carter replied. Clearly, he was not pleased
with the idea. He never trusted Murphy and he wasn’t one to hide
his feeling on the matter, but he also wasn’t one to tempt fate.
There were still a few cadets who they could be stuck with who were
far worse than Murphy.

“I know where he is,” Alex said, running off.

It didn’t take them long to find him. He was sitting
alone at one of the tables in the dining Hall. He looked up when
they approached.

“What’s up?” He asked, looking from one to the
other.

“We have to get our team sighed off on,” Alex said,
sitting down at the table beside him.

“Yeah, so.”

“Well, come on, we don’t want to be late,” Kile
replied. She knew Carter wasn’t going to make him feel welcome and
Daniel was indifferent to the situation, but she knew how it felt
to be the last one picked.

“You want me… on your team?” Murphy asked.

“Of course we do, come on,” Alex said and tried to
pull Murphy to his feet.

“Unless you’ve already been chosen, by another
group,” Cater added. He couldn’t hide the fact he wanted it to be
the case.

“No… no… I don’t have a team. I was just going to
wait and be assigned to one.”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous. Come on,” Alex said.

Murphy slowly got to his feet.

Kile watched Murphy followed Carter and Alex out of
the dining hall. For someone who resigned himself to be the odd man
out, and then, found there was a team who actually wanted him, he
didn’t appear to be very grateful, in fact, it was almost as if he
expected it, but not in a good way.

“What’s wrong?” Daniel asked.

She was about to tell him, but shook it off. What
could she tell him? That he didn’t look like he wanted to join.
That might make Carter happy, but Daniel already warned her about
making false accusations, and even though Murphy wasn’t the son of
a Lord, he would still point out she had no proof.

“Nothing,” She said, and pushed him forward.

They caught up with Carter and the others just
outside Oblum’s office.

In the main foyer were two tables. Master Folkstaff
sat behind one, and Master Boraro sat behind the other. Kile was
surprised when Carter didn’t hesitate as he approached Master
Folkstaff’s table. Although she was grateful Carter chose the
survival instructor over the Weapon’s Master, she thought it rather
odd. Carter seemed to relate more with Master Boraro than he did
with Folkstaff.

“So, you’ve got your team already assembled, I see.”
The old Hunter said as he unrolled a piece of parchment. He looked
down his list of names, and then surveyed the group.

“Yes, sir,” Carter replied, taking it upon himself
to be the spokesperson.

“Let’s see now…” Master Folkstaff said, stroking his
beard. He made some kind of mental note on each cadet. There was
some hesitation, as if he was trying to decide whether or not to
accept this group as it stood. “Two of my best students on the same
team, hardly seems fair.”

Carter looked sideways at Kile, clearly he still
doubted her, but she knew things he didn’t, and she only returned
the hint of a smile.

“Oh, why not?” Master Folkstaff said and started
writing down the names of each cadet on the parchment. “Did you
pick one of the staff members to give you your instruction, and
your kit?”

“Oh,” Carter responded nervously. As the self
appointed team leader, he wasn’t off to a good start.

Not wanting to embarrass him, Kile handed the tag to
Daniel and motioned for him to hand it to Carter, who then handed
it to Folkstaff.

“Master Adams,” the old Hunter read off the tag. He
noted the name next to the list. “I can understand the selection.
He should be in his classroom. He’ll explain the test to you in
more detail.”

“Thank you, sir,” Carter replied. Kile would have
sworn he wanted to salute the man.

As Master Folkstaff said, they found Master Adams in
his classroom, sorting through his books. He looked up and was
generally surprised to see the group at his door.

“Oh… please… be seated,” he said, clearing off his
desk. “Sorry, but I was usually the last one to be selected. My tag
remains on the board until the last team has been created and they
have no one else to go to.”

He picked up a large sack from the corner of the
room and dropped it on his desk, then proceeded to untie the
top

“So, are you cadet’s ready for this?” he asked,
tugging at the knot.

“We’re not really sure what this is,” Daniel
replied.

“Don’t worry. It’s not as difficult as they make it
out to be. I remember when I took my evaluation survival exercise,
it was actually quite a lot of fun, well… for most of us. There was
that one group, but you really don’t want to know about that. The
purpose of the exercise is to test you on everything you have
learned so far. That includes your survival skills, you combat
skills, and your Edge, but mostly it’s about thinking outside the
box. Kind of like the final part of the entry examination.”

Kile sunk lower in her seat.

“So we can use our Edge?” Carter asked.

“Of course, it’s expected. This is the closest
you’ll get, in the Academy, to your very first assignment, so once
you’re out there, anything goes. The idea is, we can evaluate you,
find out where your weakness lie and try to improve upon your
skills in your final year at the Academy. As you know, in your
third year, your lessons will be more personalized. Now, let me
hand out your class kit first, and then I will explain what the
exercise really is. As you know, each team must consist of five
members, and each team member is responsible for one item, or one
job. For instance…” He said, picking up the first item. It was a
short sword and scabbard, about two feet long with the mark of the
Hunter on the hilt.

“Protection,” He said. Drawing the sword he raised
the blade, catching it in the light of the sun through the window.
“One of you will be responsible for the protection of the
team.”

“Carter,” they replied in unison and Master Adams
sheathed the sword. It was an easy decision and everyone agreed.
Carter was, by far, the best swordsman in their class and therefore
the best swordsman in their group.

“Well, that was easy,” Master Adams laughed, handing
the short sword across the desk to Carter, who willingly accepted
it. “Usually I just lay the items out and let the team members
fight over them for the next few minutes. A couple of black eyes
and a few bloody noses and they usually come to a decision.”

The next item up for bid, Kile thought when Master
Adams dug deep into the satchel. He came out with a large, leather,
satchel.

“This is your survival kit,” He said, and opened the
satchel’s flap. “Inside you will find the necessity of survival,
including a piece of flint, a knife, a cloth for filtering, a water
skin, and of course, your first aid supplies. There are a few other
essentials in here, which you may or may not need.”

It was another easy choice. First aide was Daniel’s
specialty. It was his Edge. Even though he didn’t need the satchel,
he was still the obvious choice. Master Adams handed it to Daniel,
who slung it over his shoulder.

Master Adams looked into the bag and grinned, he
seemed to be enjoying this too much.

“The next three items won’t be as easy to hand out,”
he said, pulling three more items from the bag and laying them out
on the edge of the desk. There was a key, a rolled up piece of
parchment and a small, but all too familiar, ebony, box.

“You’ll probably remember this from your entry
examination,” he said, tapping the small ebony box. “If you get
into trouble, and you can’t go any further, just open this box and
you’ll be brought back to the Academy.”

He picked up the parchment next, and unrolled
it.

“This is your map of the area, and this is where you
will find the three items,” he said, pointing to places on the
parchment. The map showed the areas around the Academy and there
were three clearly marked places.

“You must collect all three and return to the
Academy within five days. Try not to lose the map, if you do, it
will only make the exercise harder.”

“But… doesn’t that kind of defeat the purpose?” Alex
asked.

“You may be Hunters,” Master Adams said, rolling the
parchment up. “But it does not mean you are treasure Hunters. As a
Hunter you are not going to be searching for lost temples or
forgotten civilizations. Your assignments will be more practical
and you will, for the most part, know where you are going ahead of
time.

“The last thing is, in many ways, the most
important. Only with this key will you be able to open the chests,
which contain the items you must collect. In each area marked on
the map, you will find several chests. Your key will only open one.
The chest cannot be destroyed or moved from the site, so you can be
assured it will be there when you get there. You can thank the
mystics for that. If you lose this key, well… then you might as
well use the box since you have no chance of completing the
exercise.”

He tossed the now empty sack on the floor, leaving
only the three items on the desk.

“I think Kile should have the key,” Carter
announced. The suggestion surprised Kile. Lately, she was under the
impression, Carter didn’t think she was capable. She looked over at
him and he shrugged. “For obvious reasons,” he added.

What reasons were those, she wondered. Looking over
at Murphy and Alex, she understood what Carter meant. Alex wasn’t
very reliable and would probably lose the key the first chance he
got, and as for Murphy, well, Carter didn’t trust him.

“Good choice,” Adams replied, handing the key to
Kile.

She held onto it tightly. It was an odd looking key,
not like the ones she was familiar with. It had a red gem on one
side and instead of having a single row of teeth, there were three,
creating a kind of three pointed star at the other end. She wasn’t
sure how the last choices were made, but Murphy ended up with the
map and Alex had the small ebony box.

“I think we’re making good time,” Master Adams
replied. “I don’t remember it every going this smoothly.”

Reaching behind him, he pulled down a large map
which was attached to the wall. In the center of the map was the
city of Azintar along with the Hunter’s Academy.

“This is what’s going to happen from this point on,”
He said, pointing at the map. “At noon today, Morgan will transport
you to a random location, somewhere around here.” He said, and
circled a huge section of the map with his finger. It appeared to
be mostly wooded terrain with a river running through it just north
west of the city.

“Your first goal will be to figure out where you
are, beyond that you can go after any of the three items in any
order, it doesn’t matter. Once you collect all three items you must
make your way back here,” He said, pointing to the Hunter’s symbol,
which marked the location of the Academy.

“That’s pretty much all there is to it.”

“What about food, water, shelter… you know… those
things?” Alex asked.

Kile remembered, from the first survival exercise,
Alex failed to acquire any of them, so she couldn’t blame him for
being nervous.

“I’m getting to that,” Master Adams said, calming
the boy down. “You will be allowed to pick up any supplies, you
feel you need, at the Quartermaster. You want tents, you can have
tents, you want food, fill your pack with food, whatever you want,
the Quartermaster will provide you with.”

“Oh, that’s not too bad,” Alex said with a sigh of
relief.

“But, remember your logistics, the more you carry,
the slower you move, so you have a choice. Take everything you can
and not finished the test on time, or take nothing at all and never
finish the test, the choice is yours. I suggest you discuss this
among yourselves and head down to the Quartermaster’s, before it
gets too crowded.”

They left Master Adams room more troubled than when
they went in, although now they knew what they were in for. It was
as Master Folkstaff alluded to, the test may be simple, but it was
far from easy.

Carter strapped the sword on as they headed towards
the Quartermaster, and he seemed to walk a little taller now that
he had a weapon strapped round his waist. Alex clutched the small
box with both hands for fear of dropping it and released the mystic
who he believed to be inside. Kile could have told him the mystic
didn’t really sit inside the box, waiting for someone to open it,
but she figured, if Alex thought a mystic was in the box, he might
handle it more carefully. Murphy looked just as uncomfortable as
Alex. He was clutching the map so tightly, she wondered if they
would still be able to read it. Murphy’s eyes roamed the compound
as if he was searching for someone. As for Daniel, he walked with
the satchel hanging at his waist. In a way, it made him look more
like a traveling healer.

She saw other teams in similar situations, their own
responsibilities weighing heavily on them. Was this what it was
like to have a real assignment? With this much stress, she was
surprised any Hunter lived beyond a couple of years.

Carter stopped them just outside the Quartermaster’s
door.

“What are we picking up, anyway?” He asked.

“Food, water, tents, blankets, cots, sleeping bags,
pots, pans, utensils…” Alex was ticking off each item on his
fingers and when he ran out of fingers, he just started over
again.

“We can’t carry all that,” Kile told him.

“Sure we can, we have Murphy,” Alex replied, but
Murphy wasn’t paying attention and just nodded when he heard his
name mentioned.

“We shouldn’t need all that, we should probably
travel light,” Carter replied and then turned to Kile. “What do you
think we need?”

She was surprised Carter would ask her for advice,
since he still didn’t believe she passed the first survival
exercise.

“Well, we should keep it simple, we can move faster
if we don’t weight ourselves down, but there are a few items we
should pick up, if just to make things easier.” She said, trying to
remember the list she created, sitting under her tree branches.

“We should get some tents, at least,” Alex
begged.

“Tents will really slow us down. It’s only going to
be five days.” Carter said, shaking his head. “Blankets should be
more than enough.”

It didn’t take them long to create a list before
they entered the Quartermaster’s, but they came out with more
supplies than they intended, thanks primarily to Alex who was
grabbing just about anything he could find on the shelves. There
were pieces of equipment, which he picked up, they couldn’t even
identify, but he insisted they would need it. That was until they
told him he would have to carry it himself. Alex was a little more
selective after that.

The Quartermaster was well stocked for just about
any condition and he added a few things to their list even they
hadn’t thought of, such as a lantern. It never occurred to them one
of the items they were searching for could be hidden in a cave or
some other dark place. It was a little odd the Quartermaster would
suggest anything, since he didn’t with any of the other teams. He
winked when he gave them the lantern, and they figured he might
know something they didn’t.

They picked out five standard backpacks along with
the supplies, and distributed the weight between them. Murphy
agreed to carry more, but Carter, who was still leery, declined the
offer. His excuse was each member should carry their own weight,
something Alex protested.

“We should probably bring along an extra set of
clothing as well,” Daniel suggested. He was watching the sky and
the dark clouds threatened yet another day of rain.

“You don’t think that will be too much?” Carter
asked.

“Not as much as them,” Murphy replied, pointing to
another group, who just emerged from the Quartermasters. They were
weighed down by just about every piece of equipment available.

“How far are they going?” Carter asked.

“Maybe they don’t plan on coming back,” Kile
suggested.

They decided on one extra set of clothing, something
to change into if it did rain and headed back to the dorms.

Entering her room, Kile dropped her pack on the bed.
Five days lugging that thing around should build up a little upper
body strength. After this test was over, she should have no trouble
swinging a sword. Pulling open the dresser drawer, she picked out
the only other clean uniform she had, as well as a few
unmentionables.

“You ready, Vesper?” she called, grabbing the pouch
from the back of the chair.

-Vesper ready.-

The yarrow jumped up on the dresser and waited until
she fastened the pouch around her waist.

Looking around the room, she tried to think of
anything else she might need, and decided to take the leather
straps she used to tie back her hair. Each one was about two feet
long and could be used for a variety of tasks. She tied two
together, looped it through the head of the key, and draped it
around her neck. That should keep it safe, she thought and wrapped
the others lengths around her wrist.

She looked at the pack sitting on the bed.

“What else will I need?” she asked no one in
particular. The first things which came to mind were a knife and
fork. They served her well during the entry examination, but she
doubted if a situation like that would come up again. Improvise,
she thought. She hoisted the pack on her shoulders and fastened it
around her waist.

“Can you think of anything else we may need?” she
asked Vesper.

-Food.-

Was the one word response she expected from him.

“We have that, but it doesn’t mean you can help
yourself,” She warned the yarrow.

Grabbing her hat and straightened Kaza’s feather,
she put it on before opening the door. Stepping out into the hall,
she met Daniel, coming in the opposite direction.

“I was just coming to get you.”

“Why, did you think I’d get lost?” she asked.

“Now you’re getting as bad as Alex.” Daniel sighed.
He turned around and left her standing in the hall.

They met up in the list, where most of the teams
were now gathering. In comparison to the others, they were hardly
carrying anything. Folkstaff moved among the cadets, looking over
their equipment. With some he approved, with others, he just sighed
and kept walking. He did hand out a few tidbits of wisdom, but it
didn’t appear anyone was really paying attention to the old Hunter,
they were too nervous about the task ahead of them.

“You’re traveling rather light, that's good,” Master
Folkstaff acknowledge as he approached their group. “But then, I
shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Thank you, sir,” Carter said, in that military
fashion he always took with the instructors.

“Then carry on,” The old Hunter replied. He stopped
and looked at Kile, or more precisely, the pouch she was wearing.
Kile looked down to see what caught the Hunter’s attention and
found Vesper’s head poking out from under the flap. The yarrow was
looking around the compound with eager curiosity. She lightly
tapped him on the nose and he ducked back in.

“Just a friend,” she told him.

“I see,” he replied slowly. “Carry on.”

“Why is Vesper here?” Daniel asked.

“He wanted to come,” she replied as if the answer
was obvious.

“Is that a… rat?” Murphy asked.

“No, it’s a yarrow,” Daniel replied.

“Eyes Front,” Master Boraro bellowed. He walked onto
the field.

-Are you ready for this?-

Kile looked up just as Kaza landed on the rim of her
hat, now she really was attracting attention. She looked over to
see Morgan walking crossed the compound towards the list, his
yellow robes billowing out behind him. He had an exasperated look
on his face. She wondered what he was doing before he was summoned.
He didn’t appear to be in a very cooperative mood.

“Ready for what?” she whispered to Kaza, but it was
difficult to hide the fact there was a bird sitting on her hat.
Daniel just shook his head, Carter rolled his eyes and Murphy
stared in amazement.

-You're going to be transported to a random location
in the forest.-

Kaza told her.

- Have you ever been transported before?-

She wished the crow would stop asking her question
she couldn’t answer at the moment. She gently shook her head.

- It’s a little disorienting. Your best bet is to
crouch down and close your eyes when he started to mumble his
chant. When you can no longer hear him, count to ten before
standing up.-

“Are you serious?” she asked, forgetting the fact
she was being watched.

“Serious about what?” Carter asked.

“Serious about…”

“I told her, people lost limbs while being
transported.” Daniel quickly finished for her.

Alex quickly turned around, “are you serious?”

“No, not really, it was a joke,” Daniel told him as
if Alex should already know that.

Kile thanked Daniel.

Morgan stood before the cadets. He pulled his robes
closed and adjusted his glasses.

“Are they ready, Master Folkstaff?” He asked the old
Hunter.

“As ready as they will ever be,” Maser Folkstaff
replied and raised his hand to silence the cadets. “At this point,
there is no turning back. You should have your survival kit, your
supplies and anything else you feel you need. You will be
transported to a random location within the forest. From there,
you’re on your own.”

Removing his glasses, Morgan wiped the lenses,
folded them carefully and tucked them into some unseen pocket of
his robes. He turned to the cadets, raised his hands and began to
chant. The words were unknown to Kile, but she could see yellow
lines of energy emerge from his fingers. No one else appeared to
notice, or if they did, it didn’t bother them. Not wanting to make
an issue of it she said nothing. Instead, she crouched down and
closed her eyes as Kaza instructed, but quickly realized she was
the only one.

“Kile, get up, what are you doing,” Daniel
whispered.

“We should keep our heads down and close our eyes
until the chant is finished, and then count to ten before getting
up.”

Even as she said it, she realized how foolish it
sounded.

“Are you kidding?” Carter asked.

“Suit yourself,” she said, hoping Kaza wasn’t
playing a joke on her.

Daniel sighed and crouched down beside her, Alex
quickly followed. Murphy looked first at Carter then at Kile and
decided it was better to be safe than sorry, he too crouched
down.

“Oh, this is ridiculous,” Carter replied, but in the
end, he even decided to err on the side of caution.

They were making a spectacle of themselves, and she
could hear the other cadets laughing at them. If they said anything
else, she never heard it. The voices slowly drifted away, and the
ground dissolved beneath her. For one brief moment, Kile was
flying, or maybe falling. Her stomach suddenly dropped and her head
felt light. When she no longer heard Morgan’s voice, and she felt
the ground beneath her once again, she started to count to ten. She
only got as far as three when she heard a crash and a muffled
curse. Opening her eyes, she saw Carter, lying face down on the
ground

“What happen? Are you alright?” Daniel asked,
jumping to his feet. He tried to run over and check on him, but
suddenly found his legs going out from under him. He put out his
hands to maintain balance, but it wasn’t enough and he toppled over
sideways.

“I’m fine,” Carter said, trying to get up, but he
stumbled and fell over again. This time he cursed even louder.
There was a small cut on his forehead from where his face bounced
off the forest floor.

“You got up too soon,” Alex told him. “You should
have counted to ten and got up slowly, like Kile said.”

“Yeah, yeah, that's all fine and dandy,” Carter
replied. He lay on the ground, trying to regain his
equilibrium.

Kile felt no ill effects from the transport when she
finally stood up. She looked around the forest to get her bearings.
It was difficult to tell where they were from where they were
standing. All she knew was, they were in a forest and surrounded by
trees. There was a gentle breeze blowing from one direction and the
singing of birds from every direction.

“So, where are we?” Alex asked.

“Let's see the map, Murphy.” Carter said, holding
out his hand, he didn’t dare get up.

Murphy pulled the map from his pack, unrolled it,
and crouched down beside Carter, while Daniel applied his Edge to
the young man’s head.

“So, where are we pathfinder?” Daniel asked as he
finished up.

Carter looked at the trees, then at the sky. It was
noon and the sun was already over head. The tree’s leaves shaded
them from the most of the light.

“You have no idea, do you?” Alex commented.

“We’ll have to wait a while to see which way the sun
sets,” Carter complained.

“Well, that’s north,” Daniel said, pointing in one
direction.

“How do you know?” Carter asked. He looked at the
map again, as if the answer was there and he somehow missed it.

“When we were waiting in the field, the wind was
coming in from the north. Assuming we haven’t been sent passed the
Spire that way has to be north.”

“We don’t know that for certain, and even if we did,
it doesn’t tell us where we are on the map,” Carter replied, “We’ll
just have to wait an hour or so, we should be able to tell by
then.”

“And then what, we just keep walking until we find
something which look familiar?” Daniel asked.

“I don’t know… you think of something,” Carter
snapped and shoved the map back to Murphy.

“If we wait, we might as well set up camp,” Alex
said, trying to remove his pack, he wasn’t very successful.

Arguments were getting them nowhere, and waiting
would loose them half a day at best. Trying to find their location
tomorrow, could loose them another day, especially if they head off
in the wrong direction.

“I’ll be right back,” Kile said, heading off into
the forest.

“Wait, where are you going?” Carter asked.

“To answer the call of nature,” she replied.

“Oh… well… don’t go too far. We don’t know what’s
out there.”

“I don’t think there’s anything we have to worry
about,” She said

“Wait, I’ll come with you, I have to use a tree
too,” Alex added and started to lumber after her with is
overstuffed backpack. Kile was sure the boy went back to get some
of the unidentified stuff at the Quartermaster, before meeting them
in the list.

“Find your own tree,” she shouted over her shoulder
and moved deeper into the woods.

 


She only went far enough to find the sources of the
singing birds, which really wasn’t hard to find. Where the sun
broke through the leaves, the branches were filled with them, small
brown sparrows singing to the light.

“Excuse me,” She called out. Most of the birds took
flight at the sound of her voice, a curious few stayed to watch her
approach. They cocked their heads to one side, and then the
other.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you, I was just wondering
if you could give me directions.”

-Directions?-

-Directions?-

They had sharp, high pitched, melodic voices, much
like the sound of their singing, and there was a carefree feeling
of freedom when they spoke.

“Yeah, my friends and I are kind of lost, you see,
we were transported here and we don’t know where we are.”

-Transported?-

-Are?-

-Where?-

-Directions?-

This was getting her nowhere as the birds shot back
quick words which almost appeared random.

-It’s too hard-

Vesper said from inside his pouch. Kile opened the
flap and gently pulled the yarrow out, holding him in her
hands.

“What do you mean, too hard?” she asked him.

-Words, too hard, too long, no meaning-

It took her a moment, but she finally understood
what Vesper meant. It was something Kaza tried to explain to her so
long ago. The wilder the animal, the less contact they had with the
vir, the simpler their speech was. In order for the birds to
understand what she was saying, she must give the words meaning,
like what she did with Tik during the first survival exercise.

“I’m lost, can you help me,” Kile said, focusing on
each word.

-Help… need help.-

-We help.-

-How we help?-

“If you could fly above us,” she said, pointing to
the sky. “And then come back and tell me what you saw. It would
help.”

The birds looked at one another and she wasn’t sure
if they understood what she wanted them to do. They suddenly took
off from the branches and she was afraid she scared them off as
they disappeared into the sky.

“You think they’re coming back?” she asked
Vesper.

-Don’t know, can’t trust birds… too flighty-

“That was terrible.” she moaned as Vesper chucked.
She had no idea the natural world had such a bad sense of
humor.

Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait long as the
birds returned one after the other and landed before her on one of
the lower the branches.

-See-

-See-

-We see.-

They said and her mind was suddenly filled with
visions of the forest from so high above the ground, she felt like
she was flying again, but this time it was filled with a
lighthearted sense of freedom. It was as if she left all her cares
and problems on the ground and took to the sky. She could see the
mountains, the river, the hills, even the Academy. It didn’t take
her long before she was able to locate herself and the boys in the
forest. She could also see two other teams, not very far from where
they were, and they didn’t appear to be moving either. When she
finally came back to her own sense of reality, it was like being
dropped back into her body. The sensation of flight was incredible
and being trapped in her earth bound form, seemed unnatural, almost
unbearable until she regained her identity. When she was once again
Kile and not one of the birds flying over the forest, she thanked
them for their help and reluctantly returned to where she left the
boys.

They were easier to find then the birds since they
were still bickering about the best way to proceed. Alex was
checking out the trees, probably looking for moss, while Carter was
sticking twigs in the ground so he could follow the shadows they
cast.

“May I see the map, Murphy?” she asked.

He handed the rolled up map to Kile, but his eyes
never left the yarrow who was now perched on her shoulder.

“You got an idea about where we are?” Daniel
asked.

She looked over the map for the first time. It was
quite detailed in its simplicity and marked out the locations of
the three items, the mountain range, the hills, the river, and the
Academy. It wasn’t difficult to pinpoint their location from what
the birds showed her.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” she said, pointing to a
place on the map.

“How do you know?” Carter asked. “How sure are
you?”

“I know there are two other teams, one is here, and
the other is just over here.” She said, pointing to two more
locations on the map. “Neither one of them appear to be moving. If
we travel in this direction for about four hours, we’ll find
ourselves along the river here. That’s where we should set up
camp.”

Carter took the map from her and looked it over once
more. It wasn’t as if he could find anything to support her
assumptions, but he couldn’t find anything to disprove them
either.

“And you’re really sure about this?” Carter asked
again.

“She's sure,” Daniel replied, grabbing his pack
slinging it over his shoulder.

 


 


 


***~~~***


 


 


 


11

 


It took a little longer than the four hours, Kile
estimated, to reach the river. She was beginning to have her doubts
about the direction they were heading, until the sounds of the
river grew louder. They followed the river upstream for another
hour or so before they stumbled upon a clearing.

“We should make camp here,” Carter said, taking the
leader’s role once again, now he had a clearer idea of where he was
and where he was going. He dropped his pack in the dirt, and soon
followed.

For someone who was so good with the physical
aspects of the Academy, he runs out of steam pretty fast. Kile
unfastened her own pack and set it down a little closer to the
river bank.

“So, who’s getting what?” she asked. It was no good
sitting around doing nothing when they still needed to prepare for
the night.

“We have everything already, what else do we need?”
Carter asked.

Kile looked at him in disbelief.

“We’re going to be cutting in from the river
tomorrow if we want to reach the first objective on the map. We
should at least filter some water and fill up the skins,” She said,
pulling the tanned water skin from her pack. They could probably
drink straight from the river, but there was no telling what was
upstream.

“I’ve got the filter.” Daniel said, retrieving the
cloth from his satchel. “What do we have to filter the water
in?”

Murphy pulled out the small metal cooking pot he was
carrying.

It was a simple water filtration system for
extracting clean water from nature. The filters were crafted by
hand in Littenbeck for just this situation. Wrap the cloth around a
pot, pour the water on top and let it seep through. Whether there
were any mystic arts involved in the crafting of the cloth or sheer
alchemy, Kile didn’t know, and at this point she didn’t really
care.

“Do you think we need a fire?” Murphy asked, pulling
out even more supplies.

“The rain will hold off, for another day or two at
least,” Daniel replied. “And we have enough hard tack to last us
the five days. I think the less we do, the easier it will be to
break camp in the morning.”

“We should probably… uh… set our packs where the
animals can’t get to them,” Murphy suggested.

“That would be more your area.” Daniel said, turning
to Kile “What do you think?”

She closed her eyes and fell into her Edge. She
never did this trick, outside of Morgan’s tower, but it was one of
the easier skills she learned and in some ways, the most
frightening. It bordered on the Maligar, or at least, is seems that
way, but there were no black stands lingering in the dark recesses
of her mind. All she did was open herself up and let her mind
wander through the forest as it touched on a variety of life.

“I don’t think animals are going to be a problem,”
she said.

The largest thing she could sense was some kind of
small ground mammal, probably a ground hog, not far from where they
were sitting.

“Oh… well… I guess that's a relief.” Murphy replied,
although, he didn’t appear to be very happy about it.

“Are you sure it’s not going to rain?” She asked
Daniel.

“I’m positive. There isn’t enough moisture in the
air.” He grinned. “Trust me, I’m a water mystic.”

“Right,” She said, filling the last of the water
skins and handing them back to him.

If they didn’t want to do any more tonight, it was
fine with her. She was hoping for an early night anyway. The
effects of Morgan’s transport spell still lingered, the long walk
to the river didn’t help much and there was still some distance to
go tomorrow before they reached their first destination.

Vesper was already trying to get into her pack. She
set the water skin down and pulled him out by the small ball of fur
on his tail.

“What did I tell you?” She asked him.

-Hungry.-

“When are you not?”

Sitting down on the blanket, she pulled the backpack
towards her and rummaged passed her spare clothes, the length of
rope and a few utensils before she found what she was looking for.
A small bundle wrapped tightly in a white cloth. She pulled at the
knot that held the cloth in place and unwrapped, what looked like,
a brick. It was a four inch long, two inch wide, one inch thick,
brown block of a yet unidentifiable substance which was supposed to
be edible. The Quartermaster referred to it as hard tack, the same
food substance the army used back in the mountain conflicts. She
could only hope it tasted better than it looked.

Breaking off a small piece, she held it out to
Vesper, but the yarrow refused to even go near it.

-What that?-

He asked, sniffing at it cautiously.

“It’s food… I think,” she replied. “It’s all we
have.”

-Find food.-

He said, and before she could stop him, he scurried
off into the high grass.

“Don’t go far.” She yelled, and then realized she
yelled it. She looked up at the boys who were now watching her.
“What?” She asked. They quickly looked away.

Setting her pack behind her, she took off her hat
and boots. She thought about soaking her feet in the river, but was
afraid it would be seen as a girl thing, and didn’t really feel
like being teased about it all the next day. Instead, she set her
boots behind her pack and settled in for her evening meal. She
looked over the hard tack, then made the mistake of smelling it and
realized why Vesper was so reluctant to even try it. She couldn’t
place the aroma, it was something in the way of wet wood, but it
was the only food they had. She took a bite and immediately
regretted it. It had the texture of sawdust and the flavor of
spiced potting soil.

“They used this during the mountain conflicts?” she
asked, forcing herself to swallow the foul tasting food substance.
She set the uneaten portion aside.

“That’s what the Quartermaster said,” Daniel replied
and choked down another bite. At least she wasn’t the only one
finding the taste unpalatable.

“What a horrible thing to do to the enemy. I’m sure
there are laws against this type of cruelty, even in times of
war.”

“I kind of like it,” Alex said, finishing his block.
Alex never had the best taste in food.

Kile wrapped the uneaten brown block of food
substance back up and dropped it into her pack. Maybe, when she was
really hungry, and she would have to be really hungry, it would
taste better. She lay down on her blanket, placed her hat over her
eyes and tried to get some sleep. Her last thoughts were of Vesper
and she hoped the yarrow would bring her back something in the
morning.

 


A cried in the night startled Kile from her sleep.
She quickly jumped out of bed only to discover, too late, she was
lying on the ground. Tripping over her own feet, she stumbled and
fell face first into the dirt. Looking up, she saw Daniel already
running headlong into the woods in the direction of the cries for
help. Scrambling back to her pack she grabbed her boots and tried
to catch up.

“What’s going on?” She yelled.

“I think its Alex,” Daniel said, getting further
ahead of her. She soon lost track of him in the dense foliage.

“I think he’s over here,” Murphy called out from
somewhere off to her left, but even half asleep, Kile could tell
the voice was coming from the direction Daniel ran off and she
wondered where Murphy was going.

“This better not be one of his jokes,” she mumbled
and stopped long enough to get at least one of her boots on. She
heard Alex cry out again.

“Over here, I found him.”

It was Carter she heard this time. Kile gave up
trying to get her second boot on and half ran, half hopped towards
the voices.

When she finally reached them, Carter was in a
defensive stance, his sword already drawn, but there didn’t appear
to be anyone around to defend against. She also noticed the stance
he took looked rather ridiculous outside the practice ring. If
Hunters really looked like that out in the wild, how could anyone
take them seriously?

Daniel was in the process of untying Alex from the
trunk of a tree.

“What happen?” She asked, hopping over to them.

“I don’t know,” Alex replied. He appeared to be a
bit shaken. “I came out to use a tree, and… well… somebody jumped
me.”

He was both annoyed and embarrassed about being
taken so easily, not to mention, his pants were unbuckled and down
around his knees.

Kile looked the other way so Alex could fix his
appearance. Leaning against a tree she started to pull on her boot
when she saw Murphy come barreling through the forest. He was
gasping for breath and looked a little nervous. The poor man must
really be out of shape.

“Who did this to you Alex? Who jumped you?” Carter
asked when he finally sheathed his weapon.

“That’s just it, I didn’t see anything,” Alex said,
bucking his pants. “It was a big blur. I was just… well, I was… you
know, and then someone or something pushed me into the tree and the
rope just kept running around and around, and before I knew it I
couldn’t move.”

“And you didn’t see anyone?” Daniel asked.

“No, that’s just it. You… you don’t think the woods
are… are haunted do you?” He asked and his eyes began to roam over
the shadows of the trees which now seemed to grow even larger.

“I seriously doubt it,” Carter replied. “It was
probably one of the other teams.”

“Then why do it?” Daniel asked. “What purpose does
it serve? A practical joke? If it was, it’s wasn’t very funny.”

“Maybe it’s part of the test,” Murphy said, still
struggling to catch his breath.

“What, you think one of the instructors did it?”
Carter asked. “It still doesn’t make any sense. Like Danny said,
for what purpose.”

“You know… maybe to test how alert we were.”

“I’m sure, if it was part of the test, they would at
least let us know how poorly we preformed,” Daniel added. He began
to coil the rope. “Otherwise, what do we learn from something like
this. No, I think it was one of the other teams, and I think I can
guess which one.”

“But again, what for? There’s still no reason for
it. Were they hoping we wouldn’t find him so quickly?” Carter
asked.

“You think we were supposed to spend all night
looking for him or maybe not notice he was missing until the
morning. Then what? We waste time searching for him?” Daniel
asked.

“If that was the case, they should have gagged him
so he couldn’t call out,” Carter suggested.

“Damn,” Kile said, finally shoving her foot into her
boot.

“What? Something in there with you?” Daniel
asked.

“They wanted us out here because all our stuff is
back there,” She yelled and ran back through the forest. She heard
Carter cursing behind her as he started to catch up, but it was too
late. When they reached their campsite, it was completely stripped
of all supplies, only her hat remained in the middle of the small
clearing by the river.

“Damn, how could we be so stupid?” Carter shouted,
pulling at his hair and spinning around like always did when he got
mad and had nothing to lash out at. “They got everything,
everything.”

Kile walked to the center of the clearing and picked
up her hat. “Not everything.” She said, revealing the small ebony
box.

“Nothing like sending us a clear message,” Carter
replied and snatched the box from the ground.

At that moment Daniel and Alex arrived, followed
closely by Murphy.

“What did they get?” Daniel asked.

“What didn’t they get?” Carter snapped, tossing the
box to Alex.

“I’m sorry, guys,” Alex replied. He felt responsible
for the situation.

“It’s not your fault,” Carter said, placing a hand
on the small boy’s shoulder. “It’s mine.”

“Oh come on, it’s either all of our faults or
nobody’s fault, and I’m leaning towards nobody,” Kile said.

“I should have stayed behind. I should have
protected the camp.”

“Your responsibility is for the protection of the
team.’ Daniel told him. “Items can be replaced, lives cannot.”

It was a nice sentiment, a little over the top since
no lives were actually in danger, but a nice sentiment all the
same.

“So, we find out what we have and we work from
there,” Kile replied.

“We have nothing. We’re out of it. We’ve lost. We
might as well pack it in. Just open the box and let’s go home,”
Carter said in defeat.

“Spoken like a true Hunter.”

Carter spun on Kile, his hand reaching for the hilt
of the short sword. Daniel quickly stepped between them.

“There’s no use arguing among ourselves, nor is
there any point in giving up so soon.”

“Maybe we can find them, track them down and get our
stuff back.” Alex suggested. “They couldn’t have gone very
far.”

“We don’t know who they are, or which way they
went.” Murphy finally chimed in. “I hate to admit it, but maybe
Carter’s right, you guys, maybe we’ve had it.”

“Not yet we haven’t.”

Kile pulled the leather cord from around her neck,
the key dangled on the other end. “If we still have this, then
we’re still in it. I don’t care if we come in dead last, I don’t
believe in quitting.”

“Agreed,” Daniel said. “You guys completed the first
survival exercise and you had less than what we have now.”

“But that was only for one night,” Carter reminded
him.

“One night or five, I’m willing to try,” Kile said,
tucking the key back under her tunic. “How about you?”

“Fine, I’m in,” Carter agreed reluctantly, “but
where do we start? Do we at least still have the map?”

“Sorry guys,” Murphy said, looking down at his feet.
“I left it in my pack.”

“Well, we might as well get some rest while we still
have time, there’s nothing we can do about it tonight.” Daniel
said. He sat down on the grass, where his blanket used to be.

“They’ll only get farther ahead of us then,” Carter
added.

“Look, we can’t go stumbling around in the dark. We
have no lantern, we have no idea which way they went, and we don’t
even know what’s out there. We just have to wait until morning.
Hopefully we’ll be able to see something by the morning light.”

As much as Kile hated to admit it, Daniel was right.
Even it they were able to pick up their trail, how could they
follow them in the dark? None of them knew their way around this
area. They could easily walk off a cliff without knowing it, at
least not until they hit bottom. There was nothing they could do
until the morning.

She returned to her spot by the river. They took
everything, her pack, her supplies, her last good uniform, even the
hard tack. Actually, they were welcome to the hard tack. She still
wasn’t that hungry, but the uniform was going to be a problem.
She’ll have to beg the Quartermaster for another set, or wear the
same one she had on now until the end summer. They also took her
blanket and her belt pouch, which meant…

“Vesper.”

She quickly searched around her area, hoping he
hadn’t decided to come back early and take a nap in his pouch, but
the yarrow poked his head out of the tall grass when he heard his
name.

“You alright?” she asked, scooping him up.

-Vesper alright.-

The yarrow replied casually.

Was he here the whole time?

“What did you see Vesper, show me what
happened.”

 


The morning didn’t come too soon for Carter, who was
awake for most of the night. Kile watched him as he paced back and
forth, not so much as a guard at his post, but as a man who was
seriously annoyed with himself and the people around him. When she
saw her father pace the kitchen floor like that some mornings she
knew it was time to slip out of the house and start her chores as
quickly as possible.

“Did you get any sleep?” she asked, getting up
slowly. Who would have imagined a blanket would make that much of a
difference, but it does. She ached all over and she tried to
stretch it out.

“Yeah, a bit,” he replied.

The sun was just peeking through the trees, casting
a hazy mist across the morning landscape. Daniel, Alex and Murphy
were still asleep. She wondered if she should tell Carter what
Vesper showed her last night, but the way Carter was acting, it
would probably do more harm than good. She decided it was best to
stay silent on the matter, for the time being.

When she was able to get the feeling back in her
legs, she headed towards the woods to, as Alex so eloquently
phrased it, find a tree.

“Where are you going?” Carter asked.

“None of your business,” she replied.

“You shouldn’t go off alone.”

“Believe me, what I’m going to do, I want to do
alone.”

“What… oh… OH, oh, okay,” Carter stammered.

She had to admit, he looked kind of cute when he was
embarrassed. Grinning at him she walked into the woods a good
distance well out of sight of the.

The visions Vesper showed her last night left no
doubt in her mind, Eric and his team stole their supplies. It
didn’t really come as a surprise. They pretty much figured it out
on their own. He must have waited until the left the campsite to
find Alex. It took them all of five minutes. One of the cadets was
moving so fast, he had to be using an Edge. Seeing the boy through
Vesper’s eyes, she could easily understand how Alex was tied up so
quickly. What sphere rapid speed fell under, she had no way of
knowing, and at the moment, she didn’t really care.

This was not simply a random act committed by one
team against another for the sake of minimizing the competition.
This was more of a personal vendetta, since it started before they
even left the Academy. Thinking back over everything that occurred
since yesterday morning, when they were first informed about the
test, she couldn’t help but see the little signs she missed. This
led her to one big question. How much did Murphy know? She was
starting to like the boy, in spite of his inability to stand on his
own two feet, and although she wanted to believe he was ignorant of
the entire incident, she knew it wasn’t true.

He tried to lead them the off in the wrong direction
when they were looking for Alex. Before that, he wanted to secure
their supplies against wild animals the night before. Was it wild
animals he was worried about, or did he just want to get all the
supplies in one place to make it easier for Eric and his cronies
latter that night.

From his demeanor over the last two days, Kile was
fairly sure Murphy wasn’t a willing participant in Eric’s plans,
but the fact remained, he still went along with. At the moment, he
was a liability to the team and the team’s success, but as long as
she knew, maybe she could do something about it.

She was heading back to camp when the grumbling in
her stomach stopped her. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday
afternoon, that is, if she didn’t count the block of brown food
substance she took a bite from, and for some reason, she couldn’t.
Had she reached the point of hunger, where even the hard tack would
have tasted good? No, nowhere near that point, but she was still
hungry.

“Food is all around you, you just have to know where
to look for it,” she said, quoting Master Folkstaff, but it was
easier to quote than to do. From where she was standing, there was
no food to be seen, although she didn’t really expect to see a
street side vender in the woods.

“Whenever you find yourself in a new town and you
need a place to eat, you ask the locals.”

That was another quote, one from a traveling mystic
who visited Riverport, one which made more sense, giving the
situation.

Birds were plentiful, but not very informative and
their diet was not something she found appetizing. Kile fell into
her Edge and stretched out her awareness through the forest. It
didn’t take her long before she sensed a mother deer and her fawn
out for their morning walk.

Her Edge gave her a rough idea of where to look for
them, so it wasn’t difficult to find them. A quick side trip
through the forest took her right to them.

“Excuse me,” she said, holding her hands out to her
side, so as not to frighten them.

The fawn slipped behind his mother and peeked out
from around her back legs. The mother deer’s muscles tensed when
Kile approached. She was torn between her natural instinct to run
in the face of an approaching vir, or stay and see what this
particular vir wanted. The doe must have seen or sensed something
since she decided to stay.

“Could you direct me to a place to eat?” She
asked.

She wasn’t sure how to address a deer, or any animal
for that matter, but if it worked for the vir, why wouldn’t it work
for those of the natural world. The mother deer cocked her head,
blinked her large brown eyes and slowly approached Kile. She looked
the girl up and down, sniffed at her tunic, and must have found
something she liked, since she began to relax.

-Berries.-

Kile wasn’t sure if the doe was offering her food,
or telling her what she smelled like, but the feelings, which came
with the word, filled her with a satisfying sweetness.

“That would be perfect,” She replied.

-Follow.-

The Doe answered. There was warmth and comfort in
the word. The mother deer led her fawn through the forest.

Fortunately, they didn’t have to go very far. The
doe stopped and motioned Kile towards a small clearing in the woods
filled with familiar looking bushes.

“Here?” She asked, approaching one of the bushes.
“These are edible… good to eat… not poisonous?”

-Safe.-

The Doe replied.

That would have been the easiest word to use.

Coming up alongside her, the little fawn ate one of
the berries from the bush as if to prove to Kile his mother was
telling the truth.

-Good.-

He told her.

She stroked the fawn’s head.

Thanking them, she started to pick the berries from
one the bush, leaving the doe and her baby to eat in peace.

They were wild raspberries, something she should
have recognized, and probably would have if she wasn’t preoccupied
with the deer and her fawn. She used to pick wild raspberries back
home, down by the river, during the late summer, and the memories
made her feel a little homesick, but only for a moment. The fact
the feeling was so fleeting worried her.

By the time Kile got back, everyone was up and
waiting on her. Breaking down camp didn’t take long, since they
didn’t have anything to break down.

“Where have you been?” Carter asked, getting to his
feet.

“I picked up breakfast,” She said, holding up a hat
filled with wild raspberries.

“Where did you find those?” Carter asked.

“I asked the locals,” She replied. Only Daniel knew
she wasn’t joking.

They divided the raspberries up, but since nobody
had anything better to hold them in, other than their pockets or
their hands, Kile had to go without her hat for a little while
longer.

“So, anybody got any ideas where we’re going,” Alex
asked.

“Well, I figured we should probably follow the river
further north,” Carter suggested.

“That way,” Kile said, pointing west. “The mark on
the map was west of the bend in the river and that’s the direction
our stuff went in.”

“Are you sure?” Carter asked. He was starting to
have doubts, not in her, but in himself.

“I’m sure.” She assured him.

Kile couldn’t remember the map, not in any great
detail, and Vesper’s recollection of last night’s events, although
helpful, was not very informative. He saw who took their supplies,
but he didn’t actually see where they took them. Kile hated to
admit it, but she could smell Eric. He passed through their camp,
long enough to pick up a few things before heading in a westerly
direction. She first detected it last night, when she was trying to
sleep, and now, she was picking it up again. It wasn’t as strong as
it was last night, but it was there and she could follow it. Of
course, if Morgan was right, and she was just channeling Vesper’s
sense of smell, then it was the yarrow who could follow it. She
kind of hoped that was closer to the truth.

With the yarrow on her shoulder, Kile led them
through the woods for the better part of the afternoon, until the
scent she was tracking began to wane. No matter how hard she tried,
no matter which direction she went, she was loosing Eric’s scent.
On any other day, she would consider it a blessing, but today, she
needed to find him.

“What's the matter?” Daniel asked, coming up beside
her.

“I lost him. I can’t… smell him any more,” She
replied. They were far enough ahead so no one could hear them.

“Nothing?” he asked, and began looking around as if
hoping to find some sign she might have missed. “Well… we got this
far, we’ll think of something.”

“What’s the hold up?” Carter asked as the others got
closer.

“Just taking a break,” Daniel replied.

Carter didn’t argue, which meant, he had given up.
He relinquished command of the team and it looked as if he gave it
to Kile. He waited for her to make the next decision.

“We’ll rest here for a few minutes,” she said.

She was hoping the delay would give her enough time
to pick up on Eric’s scent. Maybe, if she went on ahead, alone, she
could find the trail easier. If nothing else, she wouldn’t feel the
pressure of them watching her and wonder what she was doing.

Carter sat down beneath one of the trees and stared
at his feet, not making eye contact with anyone. Alex sat across
from him, turning the small ebony box over in his hands. In many
ways each member of the team was blaming themselves for being so
careless, so soon into the exercise, but there was only one person
who really deserved the blame.

“Murphy,” She called out. He looked up from where he
was sitting. “Come on, we’re going ahead a bit to see what we can
see,” she said.

He looked at each member of the team, and then at
her. Was that shame she could see in his eyes? Slowly getting to
his feet, he followed her without a word. Kile moved ahead, well
out of range of the others. She still couldn’t pick up the
scent.

“So, what did he promise you?” she asked him,
without turning around. Kill two birds with one stone, she thought.
Actually, that was a horrible expression since she knew a few
birds.

“What do you mean?” Murphy replied.

“I was just wondering how Eric convinced you to help
him sabotage your own team. I figured he must have offered you
something in return.”

“I… I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he
stammered.

She turned around. He was nearly two feet taller
than she was, but he cringed when she looked at him.

“Look, let’s not lie to each other. I know full well
it was Eric who stole our supplies. I also know you helped. What I
don’t know is, was it all planned or was it just a spur of the
moment thing. I’m kind of hoping it’s the latter, because if it
wasn’t, then you knew about it from the start.”

Murphy turned his head. He couldn’t look her in the
eye, which told Kile what needed to know, but didn’t want to hear.
It was all planned from the beginning

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” she said, taking a
seat on a large flat rock.

“I didn’t want to, it's just that… well… you
wouldn’t understand,” He said.

“Try me.”

There was a long pause as Murphy collected his
thoughts.

“My father works for Lord Rimes, on his estate. I’ve
known Eric ever since we were kids, we grew up together. It’s not
every day the son of a servant is befriended by the son of a Lord,
not that it was a very good friendship. Still, I had opportunities
and experiences which I wouldn’t have had otherwise, but the bottom
line is, I have to do what he says, he is the son of Lord Rimes,”
Murphy explained.

“He always talked about becoming a Hunter,
especially when Master Boraro visited the estate. He convinced me
to become a Hunter too, said we would explore the world together.
At first, I wasn’t very interested, but the more he talked about
it, the more I liked the idea, not so much to team up with him, but
to finally be on my own, to finally get away from him. When I heard
he failed the entry examination I was actually happy. When he took
it again and failed, I was beyond happy. The third time his father
made sure he passed.”

“He paid the Hunter’s Guild, so his son would pass
the entry examination,” Kile said. She already figured that part
out. How else would Eric ever become a Hunter?

“Don’t you see? He must have paid the Guild to let
me pass. That way, Eric would have what he wanted all along.”

“You don’t know that for certain,” Kile replied.

“Might as well. Eric gets what he wants, whatever he
wants and doesn’t care about anyone else. That’s the way it’s
always been. If he wanted a new horse, his father would buy it for
him. If he wanted a servant removed, his father would do it, no
questions asked. At first, I thought it was great, here was someone
with power, but I soon found out if he got in trouble, I took the
punishment. That was the only reason he had me around, I became his
whipping boy. That was my purpose in life. I thought, if I could
become a Hunter, that would all be over.”

“What did your father do, before he started working
at the estate?”

“He was a tailor in Marchwind. He owned a small shop
on the east side of town, but he never made much. My mother became
ill when I was still very young. He did everything he could to take
care of her, but in the end, he just couldn’t afford the medicines.
There was nothing more he could do but sit with her and wait for
the end. He decided he didn’t want his son growing up in poverty,
so he took a job with the city. When Lord Rimes learned my father
had a son who was only two years younger this his, he offered my
father a position within the estate.”

“And your father took it, because he believed you
would have a better life.”

“Something like that.”

“Murphy, I don’t know your father, but I do know,
from what you just told me, he must have loved you enough to take a
job working for Lord Rimes to give you a chance. The question is
how are you going to use that chance?”

Murphy looked up at her, and she could tell he was
having a crisis of conscience. On one hand, he wanted to honor his
father, on the other hand, he didn’t want to anger Eric.

“Don’t throw it away,” She told him.

“Heads up,” Some cried out, which instantly caused
both of them to duck.

Daniel came running through the woods pointing
towards the western sky.

“No,” He said. “Look.”

Kile looked up to where he was pointing and could
see plumes of black smoke rising from the trees. Where there was
smoke, there was fire, and where there was fire, there was probably
Eric.

“That’s still some distance away,” she said.

“But it’s a destination,” Daniel replied.

“Okay, let’s go,” Kile said, getting to her feet.
“And for the record, it’s, look up, not, heads up,” She said,
punching Daniel in the arm.

 


They made good time, since they were no longer
relying on Kile’s tracking skills, they didn’t have a map to keep
referring to and they were traveling very light. It was still a
good distance, even at a run and it was creeping into the evening
hours when reached their destination. What they found was utter
chaos.

What was once an old farmhouse, was now a large
bonfire. The entire structure was engulfed in flames, spewing out a
tower of black smoke with a defending roar. The heat was so intense
no one could get within thirty feet of the structure.

“Who wants to bet our first item was in there?” Alex
said.

Sure enough, on the other side of the clearing was
another team. They where staring at the inferno which was marked as
a farm house on their map.

“What happen?” Carter asked, walking towards
them.

“Don’t know. We just got here ourselves,” one of the
cadets replied.

“No chance of a water mystic putting that out, is
there?” Kile asked with little hope, Daniel shook his head.

“We could always wait until it burns itself out,”
Alex suggested.

“That should be about some time tomorrow afternoon,”
Daniel replied.

Carter returned, and he didn’t look too happy.

“According to them,” he said, indicating the other
team with a jerk of his thumb, “the place was burning when they got
here. I did managed to get a look at their map, and this is where
we’re supposed to be, this is where one of the items was
located.”

“You don’t think this is a test by the Guild, do
you?” Daniel asked.

“No,” Kile replied. “This has Eric written all over
it.”

“You really think Eric did this?” Carter asked.

“Sure, if you can’t move the chests, and you can’t
destroy the chests, then you have to make it so no one can reach
the chests,” Kile replied.

“So, what now?” Carter asked.

They watched the walls of flame for some time,
before Murphy came up with an idea.

“I can get it,” He said.

“What? Are you crazy? No one can get close enough to
that fire, let alone inside?” Carter remarked.

“I can get it, I know I can, just give me a
chance.”

“How?” Alex asked.

“I have… a way,” Murphy replied with a shrug.

His Edge, whatever it was, had something to do with
fire, Kile thought.

“How long?” She asked. “How long can you last in
there?”

“You can’t be serious?” Carter asked.

She wasn’t sure if his skepticism was because she
was planning on sending someone into a burning building, or simply
because it was Murphy.

“Unless you have a better idea,” she replied.

Carter threw his hands up in surrender and took a
step back.

“How long can you last in there?” she asked Murphy
again.

“I don’t know. I haven’t really tried it before.
Maybe, twenty minutes, thirty, tops.”

“That doesn’t give him much time to find the
chests,” Daniel pointed out.

“You’re right,” Kile said. “We need to know where
those chests where before the fire started.”

“From who?” Daniel asked. “I don’t think Eric will
tell us even if we knew where he was, and it doesn’t look as if
anyone’s lived in there for quite some time.”

“Leave that to me,” Kile said. “You and Alex talk to
the other teams, see if they're on board.”

“One board for what?” Carter asked.

“Look, there in the same boat we are. If Murphy can
find our chest in there, then he should be able to find theirs.
Right, Murphy?”

“Uh… yeah… right.” Murphy said.

His hesitation worried her. She hoped she was making
the right choice, but what other choices did she have.

Setting Vesper down in the grass, she walked the
perimeter of the clearing, searching the undergrowth. It didn’t
take them long to find what they were looking for.

-Here, over here.-

Vesper called to her, and she followed the yarrow to
an old, rotting log.

-In here.-

He said. Kile crouched down to look and Vesper took
his place on her shoulder. Inside the log were seven large rats,
huddled in the corner. One of the rats came forward, a rather mangy
looking gray one, and she could understand why Vesper took offense
at being called a rat.

“Are you guys alright?” she asked.

-Fine… Safe… Home… gone.-

He said and she watched as Eric set fire to each of
the rooms with a simple touch of his hand. He was definitely
getting more powerful with his Edge.

“I’m sorry about what happened to your home,” she
told the rat.

-Safe… Most.-

That was a vision she did not want to see, but it
came to her anyway. The rat showed her the fire spreading so
rapidly, not all of his kin escaped.

“I know I have no reason to ask this, but can you
help me?”

-What?-

It amazed Kile the rats were not angry with Eric, or
any vir for that matter. They didn’t seem affected by the death of
so many of their own. What Gorum told her, so long ago, seemed to
make sense now. To them, it was simply the cycle of nature. Life,
death and life, it couldn’t be stopped therefore it had to be
accepted. They sought no sympathy, the sought no vengeance, they
just carried on.

“The vir put boxes in your home?”

-Yes… sun… boxes.-

She saw seven chests, lined up on a table, in the
kitchen of the old farm house. They were smaller than what she
expected, and golden in color, reflecting the light of the sun. She
could see why the rats called them, sun boxes. Eric opened one and
retrieved what looked like a small blue sphere. He tried to open
the others, but couldn’t, he tried to take them, but couldn’t, he
tried to burn them, but couldn’t. Determined son of a Lord wasn’t
he, she thought.

“Please, tell me where those sun boxes are... or
were”

The mangy looking, gray rat didn’t so much as speak
this time, but took her through the pathways of the house, down
through the walls and out into the kitchen. This was his path from
his home to those boxes, and, although she knew they would never
get Murphy to fit between the walls, it was enough information.

“Thank you,” She said, getting to her feet. She felt
bad, not having anything to give the rats for their help, but they
didn’t appear to want anything. They gave the information because
they had the information, why couldn’t the vir learn from the
natural world.

Running back to the clearing she met Daniel half
way.

“The other groups think this is some kind of scam,”
he told her.

“Are you kidding?” she asked. Were they really that
suspicious they couldn’t trust anyone?

“Okay. I’ll try to talk to them,” she said.

She approached Murphy, who was trying to calm
himself down for whatever Edge he was planning to use. Carter,
standing behind him, with his hand on his sword, didn’t help.

“You're going to go through the front door,” she
explained to Murphy. “Keep to the left since the basement does
extend into that area of the house. We don’t want you falling
through the floor. Pass the stairs, you’ll find the kitchen. On the
kitchen table there were seven chests, although, I don’t suppose
the table is still there. One of the chests should already be open
or gone or whatever happens when the contents are removed. One of
those chests is ours.”

“I got it,” Murphy nodded.

“Okay, wait here. Alex, come with me.”

Alex was the least intimidating member of their
team, or the entire Academy. If they couldn’t trust her, they had
to trust him.

“You think this is going to work,” he asked her.

“I have no idea,” she replied.

Walking across the open field, they approached the
other teams, who were standing a respectable apart. These cadets
used to sit side by side in the dining hall without argument, place
them into teams and they become mortal enemies. Why couldn’t they
be more like the rats?

“Look, we have a plan,” She said, getting closer.
“Murphy has a way of getting into the farm house. He’s going to get
our item from one of the chests. He can get yours as well.”

A thin, redheaded cadet stepped forward.

“And why should we trust you?” he asked.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Alex shouted. “Kile
is the only cadet you can trust. She’s never been mean to anyone,
she’s never stolen anything, she never hurt anyone, she only wants
to help.”

“I think that's enough, Alex.” She said, pulling the
small boy back. Maybe he wasn’t the best choice to bring along.

“I trust her,” another cadet said from the back of
the group. He pushed his way forward and addressed the redheaded
boy. “Mark, give her the key.”

“Are you serious, Keith?” Mark said. His hand
gripped the pouch on his belt tightly. It must be where he was
keeping his key

“Yeah, I’m serious,” Keith replied. “We don’t know
how to get our…whatever it is, out of there. If Kile does, I’m
willing to take a chance.”

Keith Larks, the third Hunter to survive Folkstaff’s
survival exercise and the cadet she forced off his horse. She was
surprised he, out of all of them, would take her side.

“What’s your plan?” He asked, taking the key from
Mark and handed it to her without hesitating.

“We have a member on our team who says he can
withstand the fire, although we don’t know for how long. Hopefully
it will be long enough that he can get to the chests, get the
items, and get out.”

“That's a lot to hope for,” Keith replied. “But we
have nothing.” He turned to the other team, who where arguing among
themselves.

“How does he know where to find the chests?” One
cadet asked.

“Because, Kile told him,” Alex shot back.

“How does she know where they are?”

“The point is, I do,” she said. “Look, I’m not
forcing this help on you, I’m offering it. If you don’t want to
take it, don’t. I don’t care.” She said, turning away from them.
She started back to where Murphy, was waiting.

“Come on, Robby. What do you have to lose?” she
heard Keith ask.

“This contest,” he replied.

Kile stopped.

“Contest?” she said, turning around. “This isn’t a
contest. What do you think you’re going to win, a paid vacation to
Baxter Bay.”

“Well… no… but…”

“This is an opportunity to utilize everything you’ve
learned at the Academy. This is a mock mission. If I’m out in the
wild and another Hunter offers me their help, I’m going to jump at
the chance, we can’t do this alone.”

“She’s got you there,” Keith added.

“Well… okay, it’s better than doing nothing, I
guess,” Rob replied.

They followed Kile back to, where Murphy was still
trying to relax. Obviously, they didn’t trust her with the keys as
much as they said they did.

“You ready Murph,” she asked, handing him the two
keys. She pulled hers from around her neck and dropped it into his
outstretched hand without hesitating. He appeared a little nervous.
She hoped it was, because, he was about to go running into a
burning building.

Murphy said nothing, he just nodded silently.
Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath before starting his walk
towards the burning house. At first nothing happened, but as he got
closer to the fire, he began to turn to stone, his skin, his
clothing, everything. By the time he reached the farmhouse, he was
a walking statue. So, she thought, that’s your Edge. Morgan
mentioned something about a cadet, who could turn to stone, and
stone doesn’t burn, well, it does, it just requires a really hot
fire.

Grabbing Carter by the arm, she pulled him to the
back of the group where they wouldn’t be heard.

“What's up?” he asked.

“I want you to go around to the other side of the
house and keep watch,” she told him. “If Murphy tries to make a run
for it, stop him.”

“You don’t trust him?” Carter asked. It seemed an
odd question from Carter, since he didn’t trust Murphy from day
one.

“I don’t know, but I don’t want to take the chance,”
she replied. She felt bad not trusting Murphy completely, but it
was his idea, and she was responsible for two other keys besides
her own. If this was part of Eric’s master plan and Murphy did try
to make a run for it, she wanted to be ready.

Carter moved slowly around the outer edge of the
clearing and faded as he walked. Within moments Kile could no
longer see him, now, she could only wait with everyone else. The
rest was out of her hands.

Reaching the farmhouse, Murphy pushed the door aside
and entered the burning building. Every minute he was in there felt
like an hour to the spectators, and as the time passed the comfort
level dropped, even Kile was beginning to get nervous. A section of
the building finally gave way as it collapsed under its own weight,
sending out a shower of sparks. Only she knew it was nowhere near
where Murphy was supposed to be, but it was also something she
hadn’t taken into consideration. He may be able to withstand the
heat, but if the building fell on him, trapping him in there, could
any of them get him out. She started to regret giving into his
suggestion.

Suddenly, the side wall blew out and Murphy came
stumbling forward across the clearing. His clothes were smoking
where they changed from stone back to cloth and leather, but
fortunately his skin was still intact. He staggered across the
charred lawn and fell to his knees. Daniel was the first to reach
him and eased him into to a sitting positing away from the heat.
His skin was back to its original color and he seemed to be fine,
although he suffered some minor burns to his arms which Daniel was
even now, tending to.

Leaning towards Kile, he opened both his hands. In
one, he held three globes of different colors, in the other, he
held the three keys.

“You did it,” she laughed, patting him on the back.
She took the keys and returned them to the other cadets. She didn’t
want to give praise him too much. He was still the one responsible
for getting their stuff stolen, but at least he was making amends.
It was a step in the right direction.

“How do we know whose is whose?” Robby asked,
looking over the three globes.

“Key,” Murphy coughed. “Use the keys.”

Kile held her key over the three spheres, the red
one began to glow.

“I guess we’re the red team,” she said, taking the
hand sized orb.

Mark ended up taking the green orb and Robby was
left with the yellow one. With their joint adventure now complete,
the teams were back to being mortal enemies. They parted company
and headed back to their own corners of the clearing.

“Thanks again,” Keith said, joining his team. “You
guys need anything? I mean, you seemed to be traveling really
light.”

“Equipment failure,” Kile replied.

“We have some extra hard tack, if you want some,”
Keith offered.

She still wasn’t that hungry, but she was hesitant
to accept his offer of help. Was it stubborn pride which prevented
her? She wanted to prove to Eric, his little trick didn’t work, but
on the other hand, she just argued that if another Hunter offered
her help, she would jump at the chance.

 


“No, we’re good.” Carter answered for her.

“Are you sure?” Keith asked.

“Yeah, we’re good, thanks anyway.”

“Alright then, then I’ll see you at the finish
line.”

Carter waited until Keith was far enough away before
taking Kile aside.

“How did you know about Murphy?” He asked.

“What happened?”

“He came out the other side, like you said he might.
I’m not sure what happened after that. He just stood there for a
few minutes, almost as if he didn’t know what to do, then he turned
around and walked back into the fire. You knew that was going to
happen, didn’t you?”

“But he went back in, and that’s what’s important,”
Kiel replied.

Murphy finally made a choice for himself, something
which probably went against Eric’s master plan. Hopefully, it
wouldn’t be the last. She sat down on the grass beside Daniel and
watched the farmhouse burn.
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Kile woke to the aroma of real food, cooking over an
open fire. Last night, they decided to follow Keith Lark's team,
from the clearing of the burning farm house, in the hopes he would
unwittingly lead them to their next destination. Unfortunately,
fatigue and the lack of adequate supplies forced them to stop. They
were tired, hungry and miserable when they settled in for the
night. The last thing she remembered was Carter and Daniel arguing,
but what they were arguing about, she never found out as sleep
overcame her. Now it was morning. She pulled her cloak tighter
around her and looked out from under the brim of her hat at the
small campfire, which burned no more than five feet from her. She
had seen enough of fire for a while, but it did provide a little
reprieve from the morning dampness. What surprised her the most,
was the boys actually managed to build it. It wasn’t that she
doubted their skills, only their ability to work together without
fighting. Lately, everything had become a debate. It was nice to
know she could leave them unattended for a couple of hours and they
would play nicely together.

It was a small fire, surrounded by a ring of rocks,
a perfect example of what Master Folkstaff taught them. There were
a few things on sticks, hanging over the flames. Carter was turning
them slowly.

“Look who’s finally awake,” Daniel said, walking
passed her and holding, what appeared to be, a cloth basket.

“What time is it?” she asked, sitting up. By now,
the small cot in her room was looking as enticing as the bed with
the six inch thick feather mattresses which Master Folkstaff often
talked about.

“Sun’s been up for about an hour now,” Carter
replied.

“An hour, why didn’t you wake me?” she asked.

“It didn’t seem necessary,” Carter remarked, turning
one of the things on a stick. “It’s not like we know where we’re
going.”

He had a point, she thought. She made her way to the
warmth of the flames and watched Carter as he tended to
breakfast.

“What are you cooking?”

“You want some?” Carter asked, pulling one of the
sticks from the flames. He held it out to her, and now she could
see, whatever it was, it once had legs.

“What was it?” she asked, staring at the thing on
the end of the stick.

“Squirrel,” Carter said. He peeled off a strip of
the meat and she had to look away when he chewed on it. “What? It
actually tastes pretty good.”

“I’m… not very hungry,” she lied. The only thing she
could see was Tik, skewered on the end of a stick. Although, she
knew it couldn’t be him, he was on the other side of the forest
with his family and friends, but it was still hard for her to look
at the charred remains.

She moved away from the fire.

“You alright?” Daniel asked.

“I’m fine,” She replied, daring to look once more at
the charred little squirrels. She couldn’t blame the boys for
eating, and at one time, she probably would have joined them, but
it was getting harder and harder to see food the same way she used
to. She spoke with squirrels, they helped her when she was hungry,
and although it all falls into the cycle of life, it still didn’t
seem very hospitable.

“How about some water?” Daniel suggested, pointing
to the cloth basket he hung from a tree. She hadn’t noticed before,
but it was the hood off of one of the cloaks.

“That’s a pretty good idea,” she said, admiring the
water basket. She tipped it back and took a long cold drink.

“Alex thought of that one,” Daniel replied.
“Originally he wanted to use your hat, but…”

“Alex?” She said. She found it hard to believe the
boy could be that resourceful. “Where is he, anyway… and where’s
Murphy?” she asked, looking around the campsite

Although Murphy took his first steps on the right
path, she didn’t feel comfortable with him out of her sight.

“They’re working on something, been working on it
all morning,” Carter grumbled. It was clear he still didn’t trust
Murphy either.

“What are they working on?” she asked. A feeling of
dread slowly crept over her.

“They wouldn’t say,” Daniel replied.

As if on cue, Alex came bursting into the campsite,
laughing, followed by a lumbering, an equally excited, Murphy. “We
did it,” he shouted.

“Did what?” Carter asked.

“This,” he said, holding up a piece of parchment
tightly in his hand.

“That’s… a map,” Carter exclaimed, jumping to his
feet.

“It sure is,” Alex grinned. He unrolled it and held
it up for them to see.

“Please tell me, you didn’t steal someone’s map,”
Kile pleaded.

“What if they did?” Carter replied. “You know the
rules, anything goes.”

“Just because the rules say you can, doesn’t make it
right.”

“I’m with Kile on this one,” Daniel said, and even
went as far as to physically stand behind her to prove it. “Where
did you get the map, Alex?”

“What map?” Alex grinned. He pulled his hands apart
and the map disappeared.

“An illusion?” Kile asked.

He brought his hands back together and the map
slowly reappeared, shimmering into existence from nowhere. It
looked exactly like the map they lost in every detail, right down
to the wrinkles where Murphy had a tight grip on it most of the
time. Alex was getting better at controlling his Edge. He didn’t
even look like he was concentrating that hard on it.

“I don’t understand,” she said, getting closer to
get a better look at the map that wasn’t. Only when she was right
on top of it, did there appear to be a translucent quality to it.
“What good is an illusion of a map?”

“Not just any map, our map.” He grinned. “When we
were all standing around waiting to see if Murphy would fry in that
farmhouse, I asked Joseph if I could take a look at their map. Once
I knew what the actual map looked like, it was just a matter of
time before I could recreate it. Murphy helped me fill in the rest
of the details.”

“Like what?” Carter asked. There was no hiding the
suspicion in his voice.

“Well… for one… not all the maps are the same.”
Murphy said, pointing to the illusion that Alex was, in a way,
holding. “The first map Alex created, the marks were not in the
same place. At first, I thought it was just a mistake, but now, I’m
not so sure.”

“So only the farmhouse was the same,” Kile said. She
took another look at the map and appreciated the effort the two
boys put into it even more.

“That's what it looks like,” Murphy replied.

“That would make sense,” Daniel added. “The
farmhouse, being the only man made structure in the forest, would
be the most practical hiding place.”

“And the other two spheres would be located at
different places for each group, that way, nobody could follow
anybody,” Murphy concluded.

“How do we know that’s right?” Carter asked. “We
only have your word on it.”

“I studied that map every chance I had,” Murphy
replied. “I may not have a keen eye for detail like Alex, but once
I saw his illusion, I knew exactly where our points were.”

“But can we trust you?” Carter asked. They stared at
one another for what seemed like ages, neither one willing to back
down, Finally, Kile spoke up.

“I trust him,” she said.

Murphy looked and her and smiled.

“So, you guys, where does that place us? Which way
do we have to go from here?” she asked.

“We were just talking about that.” Alex grinned.
“And according to our new map, the closest point is northeast of
here, maybe less than a day's walk.”

“I’m game,” she said, looking at the map. “Northeast
it is.”

 


Northeast meant up, which is exactly where their
path took them, up into the rockier, mountainous regions. It wasn’t
exactly a mountain, but it was a steep path. On more than one
occasion, Kile wished Grim was there to carry her up to the top.
They stopped once to catch their breaths and to drink from the
makeshift water skin, which looked as it if was dripping more water
than it was carrying.

From their new advantage point, they could see a
great distance across the wild. In the west the smoke still rose
from the remains of the farmhouse. It wasn’t as black, or as thick
as the day before, which meant it was finally burning itself out.
Far to the east, a lot further than any of them figured, they could
see the tips of the towers of Azintar, their final destitution.
With two more spheres to collect and only three days to do it in,
the task seemed impossible.

Wordlessly they carried on, until the terrain got
steeper and ultimately turned into a short vertical climb, which
brought them to the top of a wide flat plateau, sparsely populated
with shrubs and little else.

“Well, now what,” Carter demanded. He surveyed the
area, although, there wasn’t much to survey. The entire plateau
stretched out for forty feet before dropping down the other side,
there was nothing higher than two feet off the ground, no building,
no people, no trees and especially no golden chests hiding
orbs.

Kile’s first thought was, they came the wrong way,
but was it by accident, or was it by design. She saw Carter
watching Murphy. It appeared she wasn’t the only one to reach that
conclusion.

“What did you do now?” Carter asked Murphy, who
looked as surprised as everyone else.

“Me? I didn’t do anything.”

“No, we just happen to be out here… in the middle of
nowhere. There’s no telling how far off the track we are now, but
we had to follow your map. Our target was probably somewhere off to
the south, for all we know.”

“Look, I marked the map as I remembered it,” Murphy
replied. He took a step closer to Carter. He wasn’t backing down
this time, which meant, he felt no shame in what he did or he had
nothing to be ashamed of. Kile slipped between the two of them and
even though they both towered over her, they both backed down.

“We don’t have time for this,” she said.

“Knock it off you two, Kile’s right. If we’re not
where we’re supposed to be, then where are we?” Daniel asked.
“Let’s see that map of yours, Alex. Alex?”

And he was gone again. How could he be so annoying
when he was around, but you never notice when he’s missing. The
brief moments of silence should be a dead give away.

“Over here, you guys.”

Across the plateau, a small hand waved from behind
one of the taller shrubs.

“Look what I found,” Alex said, pointing to a large
hole, concealed by the flora. A rope was tied around the base of
one of the thick bushes and descended into the darkness.

“You think it’s down there?” Daniel asked.

“If it was, then someone beat us to it,” Carter
remarked, tugging on the rope.

“I don’t think so,” Kile replied. “We already know
the chests can only be open by one key, they can’t be moved and
they can’t be destroyed, so if ours is down there… it should still
be down there.”

“Yeah, but someone else is down there too.”

“That’s not surprising,” Daniel added. “We know
there are seven teams, three chests per team, which means there
should be twenty one chests total. Seven of which were at the
farmhouse since it was the most obvious hiding place, which still
leaves fourteen boxes. Why not double up on hiding places.”

“Then there’s only one way to find out,” Kile said,
picking up the rope.

Carter took it from her, “Where do you think you’re
going?”

“I thought it was obvious… down.”

“I’m supposed to be protecting this group, I’ll go
first.” He said, gripping the rope and swinging his legs over the
edge of the hole. Hand over hand, he descended into the darkness
until they could no longer see him. They leaned over the hole,
eagerly waiting, straining to hear even the faintest of sounds.

“I’m at the bottom,” Carter’s voice echoed back from
the darkness.

“What do you see?” Daniel called back.

“Nothing,” came the reply.

“You mean there’s nothing down there.”

“No, I mean it’s too dark, I can’t see a damn
thing.”

“I guess this is where the lantern would have come
in handy,” Kile added.

“Wait a second, guys,” Carter called back. “I think
I see something. Yeah, there appears to be a tunnel and a
light.”

“Hold on tight, Vesper. We’re going down.” Kile told
the yarrow and she grabbed the rope.

The drop wasn’t as far as it sounded, when Carter
was talking. She descended about fifteen feet before she reached
the cavern floor, which was surprisingly flat for a natural cave.
The room was round, hued, almost dome shaped, out of solid rock.
She could barely see Carter standing beside a hallway, or a tunnel,
which lead away from their location. A faint, flickering light was
visible at the far end. What surprised, was the fact, she could see
Carter, who couldn’t see her.

“Who’s that, is that you Danny?” Carter called out,
turning to face her, or almost face her. He was kind of looking in
the wrong direction.

“No, it’s me,” she replied.

“I’m over here,” he said, turning to her and waving
his hand.

“Where is everyone?” Alex called when he reached the
bottom of the rope.

“Over here,” Kile said. She watched Alex fumble
around in the dark with his hands out in front of him. It wasn’t
that dark, she thought, or was it?

It wasn’t as if she could see them clearly, not like
standing in a well lit room. It was more like reality had the color
stripped from it and everything appeared to be in shades of gray.
Was she channeling Vesper’s night vision? Was this how Vesper saw
the world?

Daniel came down next and stumbled into Alex,
followed closely by Murphy.

“Where is everyone?” he called out, not wishing to
venture very far from the rope, and their only source of light.

“They’re around,” Kile said, shaking her head, this
was clearly getting out of hand. She grabbed Alex by the arm.

“It’s me,” she told him when he tried to pull away.
“Just come this way.” She said, leading him to where Carter was
standing.

“You better go see what’s up ahead.” She told Carter
and went back to get the others.

Once they got into the dim light of the corridor,
they found it easier to navigate. Torches lit the entire length of
the hall as it rounded on itself, spiraling deeper into the ground
and eventually opening into, yet, another circular room. This room
was also lit by several flicking torches attached to the walls,
casting strange dancing shadows across the high ceiling. The walls
were rough, as one would expect to find in a natural cave, but the
floor was unusually smooth. There were three more exits leading out
of the room, but one was blocked, by a rather large stone door.
This was Carter’s first detestation as he examined the door. He
tried to open it, even knocked on it a few times, but just shook
his head in defeat.

“Why not try one that is already opened,” Kile
mumbled to herself. She looked through one of the other doorways.
It led to a small room, about twenty feet in diameter. A glowing
orb hung silently in the center of the room, illuminating a small
golden chest.

“That's too easy,” Daniel remarked over her
shoulder, and she had to agree. It reminded her of a mousetrap her
brother built in the barn one summer. Set the cheese out for the
mouse and when it got too close, BAM, A large hammer came down and
hit it on the head. He never did find out if it worked. She would
always disarm it at night before going to bed and then rearm it in
the morning before her brother ever got up. The cheese was always
gone and Leon could never figure out what he was doing wrong with
the trap. Eventually, he just gave up.

She looked up towards the ceiling to see if there
was a large hammer waiting for her.

“Now what?” Daniel asked, backing out of the second
room. That one was set up the same way.

Kile held the key out to the two open doors, and
when she thought she felt it pulse, she knew their orb was in the
second room.

“We go in and get it,” She said, although she didn’t
feel all that confident.

“It has to be a trap,” Daniel replied.

“Even if it is, we still have to get it,” She said,
glancing over at the closed door. It was making her nervous. Closed
doors usually hid thing behind them.

“Okay,” She finally said, working it over in her
mind. “Carter, you stand beside the exit. Alex stands near the
closed door, Murphy stands near the door to this room, Daniel keeps
an eye on me and I open the chest.”

“Why you?” Daniel asked.

“Because, I have the key,” she said, holding it up.
“If anything is going to happen, it has to come from one of those
areas. If anyone hears or sees anything… just yell.”

“Oh, I’ll yell,” Alex said, standing nervously
beside the closed stone door. “If anything comes out of this room,
I won’t just yell, I’ll scream.”

“What do you think, Vesper, do you feel anything,
wrong?” she asked the yarrow, placing him on the floor beside the
open door. He seemed a little nervous, but it was difficult to tell
with yarrow, since they always seemed a little nervous.

-Smell wrong.-

“What smells wrong?” she asked.

-Air smells wrong, not like.-

“Yeah, me neither. We’ll be out of here soon. You
wait here, I’ll be right back” She assured him, and then turned to
Daniel. “You ready?”

“You want me to open the chest,” he offered.

“No, I got the chest. You just make sure a hammer
doesn’t hit me in the head.”

“A what?”

“Just… make sure nothing happens,” she said,
stepping into the room. Daniel was two steps behind her.

Walking slowly across the floor, she tried to watch
both the ceiling and the walls. Of course the floor was another
matter. From her own experience in the entry examination, she
remembered how the mystics loved trap door. Stand in the wrong
place, kneel in the wrong place, move the wrong object, and she
could be dropped into a deep pit before she knew it. She held her
breath and knelt down beside the golden chest. Holding the key in
her left hand, she slowly slipped it into the lock and gently
turned it.

“Anything?”

Kile jumped, almost leaping over the chest as she
spun around.

“Do you mind?” She told Daniel, who took a few steps
back.

“Sorry.”

She crouched down beside the chest, took another
deep breath to calm her already shaky nerves and turned the key,
the lid popped open. She cringed and waited for the worst, but
nothing happened, no hammer came down to strike her on the head.
Inside the box was a single orb of the same color and size as the
one they already had.

She wet her lips, flexed her fingers and very slowly
reached into the golden chest. Carefully, she took hold of the orb
and gently picked it up. So far so good, she thought. She was
lifting the orb out of the box when she heard a soft click and
something scratched her hand.

“What the... what… uh…”

The room began to spin and everything went
black.

 


The room was still spinning, but now it was a dull
gray. Kile lay in the center of the floor, staring up at the dome
ceiling with a furry little creature laying crossed her neck.
Lifting her head, she tried to look around, but the rooms only spun
faster. Vesper sat up and looked down at her.

-Kile alright?-

He asked, cocking his head to one side.

“That depends, am I still alive?” she asked.

“Welcome back to the land of the living,” Daniel
laughed.

“Ouch, not so loud,” she replied, covering her
ears.

“How do you feel otherwise?” he asked, a little
quieter.

“Still too loud,” She cringed. All she wanted to do
was curl up in a dark corner and wait until her head stopped
pounding.

“Hey, Kile Girl, you back with us,” Alex
shouted.

“Ow! The next person who yells, I’m going to rip
their tongue out,” she said, curling up and pulling her cloak over
her head.

“Yeah, she’s back,” Alex said. “She gonna to be
alright?”

“Oh sure,” Daniel replied. “I’m not sure if it’s the
poison or the cure that causes the headaches.”

“Poison?” she asked from under her cloak.

“That was half the trap, the box had a spring loaded
poison needled embedded inside,” Daniel explained.

She thought about everything outside the box, she
didn’t think about the trap being inside the box.

“They tried to… poison me?”

“I don’t think it was personal, and I don’t think
anyone was trying to kill anyone. It was more like a strong
sedative. Knock you out for hours, if not days.”

“Days… the exam,” she exclaimed, sitting up. The
room spun faster as she fell over.

“Easy,” Daniel said, coming to her side. “Don’t move
around too fast. Your equilibrium is shot.”

“My what?” she moaned.

“Your equilibrium, your balance. I extracted the
poison, but it has a tendency to disrupt the balance, I think it
has something to do with the water aspect of the art.”

“How long was I out?” she asked, preparing for the
worst.

“Only a couple of hours,” Daniel assured her.
“Fortunately, poisons are easy to remove from the system, if you
get to them fast enough.”

“What happened? Did we get the orb? Is everyone else
okay?”

“Everyone’s fine, Carter and Murphy when top side to
look around. We thought about tying a rope around you and hauling
you out of here, but figured it would be better if we just let you
sleep.”

“Thanks,” she replied. It was nice not to be treated
like a sack of potatoes. “So, what happened after I died?” She
asked.

“Well, after you sprang the trap, the door to the
room closed. It would have sealed us in if Murphy hadn’t been
standing right there to block it. He got under it and turned his
body to stone again. I grabbed you and the orb and dragged you
out.”

“And the key?”

“Vesper grabbed the key.”

“Thank you, Vesper,” She said, stroking the
yarrow.

“Once we saw the door closed, we realized what the
other closed door meant, the one you had Alex guard. It was a
sprung trap. Carter and Murphy managed to lift it high enough for
Alex to craw under.”

“And… was there anybody inside? What did he
find?”

“Aside from a few items, which might come in handy,
he found this,” Daniel said. He held up a small ebony box over her
head, so she could see it without moving. “It was opened,” He
added.

“They got trapped inside and had to give up,” she
realized. She felt bad for the team, even though she didn’t know
whose team it was. They came all this way, and had to quit over a
silly mistake. Would it be held against them? Would they still be
able to graduate?

“That’s what we think,” Daniel replied, bringing her
back to reality “They probably all went in at the same time, didn’t
trust one another, or were too trusting of the situation. That’s
when they all got caught, or maybe most of them, it’s hard to say.
Either way, they took the only way out they could.”

“We’ve got to get moving,” Kile said, trying to sit
up, only to fall back down.

“We’re going to wait until morning,” Daniel assured
her. “We still have three days and only one orb to go. We’re making
good time.”

 


By morning, the effects of the poison had almost
worn off. She still felt a little dizzy and there was an annoying
pounding, in the back of her skull, but at least she was able to
stand on her own, without using the wall for support. She looked
back at the only door which remained open. One more victim, she
thought, the trap was waiting for one more chance. The score was
tied, one who got caught, one who got away, how lucky will the
third team be.

She picked up the satchel, Alex found. It must have
been dropped by one of the cadets, before the mystic, in the little
ebony box, whisked them back to the Academy. It was one of the
survival kits each group was given prior to the start of the
exercise, but it was depleted of anything helpful. The only things
left were a half eaten bar of hardtack, a small knife, a piece of
chalk and a few bandages from the first aid kit. In fact, the
satchel, itself, was the only real useful item, since it now held
the two red orbs.

“Hey, you coming?” Daniel asked, walking back into
the room. The rest of the team was waiting for her on the
surface.

She looked back towards the one door, still open,
the one trap, still not sprung.

“Give me a second, will you?” she said.

Opening the pack, she grabbed the piece of chalk.
This was one of those items on her mental list, a must have for
anyone who found themselves in a dark cave or dimly lit tunnel.

“What are you doing?” Daniel asked.

“Nothing, I’ll be right there,” she said, getting
down on the floor in front of the open door. With chalk in hand,
she began to write.

“What are you doing? What are you writing?”

“Nothing, I’ll be right there,” she said again.

Daniel finally walked across the open room and stood
over her.

She had drawn two squiggly lines over a large X as
well as a triangle with an arrow pointing down. These were the
Hunter symbols for poison and trap, respectively. She then drew a
large box around the two symbols. To another Hunter, this clearly
reads as a poison trap in a box, hopefully the next team would
understand.

“What do you think you’re doing? You can’t do that,”
Daniel said.

“Why not?” Kile asked, getting to her feet and
admiring her work. She was still a little wobbly and the drawing
showed it, but she was sure somebody would get the message, if they
paid attention in Master Adam’s class.

“Because that’s…”

“What, cheating?” she finished for him.

“Well… yeah, kind of.” Daniel replied, although he
really wasn’t sure how it was cheating.

“Anything goes, remember what Master Adam said.”

“Well, yeah, but this… this is giving help to the
enemy.”

Shaking her head, she walked passed him, back to the
tunnel and the rope. She was ready to see the light of day and put
this room behind her. She stopped when she reached the entrance,
turning to face Daniel.

“You know, they’re not our enemy,” she replied. “I
don’t remember anyone saying anything about having to come in
first. All we have to do is finish on time.”

“You’re too good hearted for this, you know that,”
Daniel said.

“Why, because I don’t see this as a competition,
like Carter does.”

“You know, he’s not going to like you leaving clues
for the other teams.”

“Why should I care what Carter likes, I can sleep at
night.”

“So, you’re going to tell him?”

“Hell, no,” she said, walking to the rope, the fresh
air and the sun. She heard Daniel laughing behind her.

Kile found the rope and the fresh air, but not the
sun. The sky was dark with thick layers of clouds. They wouldn’t
have to worry about searching for water today.

The heavens were kind to them, until they reached
the bottom of the mountain, then it opened up and began to rain. It
was a light drizzle at first, but it soon turned into a downpour.
If she didn’t know better, she would swear the mystics had
something to do with this sudden change in the weather, just
another obstacle for the cadets to overcome.

“We should have stayed back in the hole,” Alex
complained. His wild hair now matted down by the rain. At least now
she knew whose hood they cut off for the water skin. Kile removed
her cloak, much to Vesper’s annoyance since he was hiding under her
hood, to keep dry.

“Sorry, Vesper.” She said to the yarrow and gently
slipped him into the satchel, which hung at her side. “You’ll be
dryer in here anyway.”

-Don’t like water-

Vesper complained.

“Hold up guys,” Kile called out and handed Alex her
cloak.

“What’s this for?” He asked.

“Switch, you’re getting drenched,” She told him.

Alex didn’t need to be asked twice. He quickly
slipped out of his cloak and exchanged it for hers. Fortunately,
they took the same size in cloaks, not that the Quartermaster had
too many sizes to choose from. He pulled the hood over his head and
thanked her.

“Where are we supposed to be going anyhow?” she
asked him.

Alex unrolled the illusionary map and held it out in
front of him. She wondered if it was necessary for him to unroll it
each time they wanted to use it, since it wasn’t a real map and it
wasn’t really rolled up. She looked over his shoulder to read it.
If the map was right, they weren’t far from their final orb.

“We should be able to get there tonight,” she told
the others.

“Well, that’s some good news,” Carter replied.

Alex rolled the map up until it disappeared. Kile
shook her head and kept walking. He was on his way to becoming a
first class mystic, always showing off.

They never stopped for lunch or supper, they didn’t
have anything to eat anyway and to forage for food would take too
much time, of which they also didn’t have. According to the map,
there was still quite a distance to go before they could get back
to the Academy. Even if they were lucky enough to find the orb by
nightfall, it would take two days to reach the western gates,
assuming nothing hindered them along the way. Instead, they split
the half bar of hardtack they found, although, no one was eager to
eat it, except maybe Alex who actually liked the stuff.

The skies grew darker, the air grew closer and the
distant sound of thunder echoed through the valley. It was going to
be a harsh night. By the time evening rolled in on them, and it was
becoming too dark to continue, Daniel spotted the campfire in the
distance.

“Looks like someone beat us to the punch,” Carter
said.

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Daniel replied.
“Besides, maybe they’ll lend us a hand.”

“Yeah, right, what’s in it for them,” Carter said,
waving Daniel off. “It's not like we have anything to offer.”

“Maybe they’ll do it out of the goodness of their
hearts,” Daniel replied, looking over at Kile and grinning.

-Dogs-

Vesper’s voice echoed in Kile’s head, bringing with
it a sense of danger.

“Hold up you guys,” she called out.

“What are we stopping for now?” Carter asked.

She ignored him and open the satchel.

“What’s the problem, Vesper? What’s wrong?” She
asked the yarrow. At this point, she didn’t care who was
watching.

-Dogs, dogs and vir in the forest-

“Men with dogs,” she said, closing her eyes and
quickly falling into her Edge. Only when she opened her mind and
scanned the forest did find them, two men, two dogs, two different
locations. “Back this way guys, we have a problem.”

“What problem? What are you on about?” Carter
asked.

“There are men in the forest with dogs, at least two
of them, there could be more,” she said.

“How do you…” Carter started to ask, but Daniel cut
him off.

“Where, Kile?”

She paused for a moment, laying it out in her
mind.

“One, directly ahead of us, about fifty yards, the
other a little farther away, maybe seventy, eighty yards off to the
north.”

“Why would there be dogs out here?” Daniel asked

“You think the last orb is guarded?” Alex asked.

“I’ll find out,” Carter said with confidence and
began to slip into his own Edge.

“Wait,” Kile stopped him. “You may be able to slip
past the vir, but you won’t fool the dogs.”

“The what?”

“The… men, you may be able to slip past the men, but
you won’t fool the dogs.”

“You’re underestimating my Edge,” Carter
boasted.

“You’re underestimating mine,” She replied. “How do
you think I was able to defend myself against you when you pulled
your Edge on me during our first duel? No, the vir… I mean the men
can be fooled, the dogs can’t.”

“Then what do you suggest?”
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He was not from the Academy, not in the sense that
he was a Hunter, but instead a city guard, although, he was not
dressed in the city livery. He wore banded armor with quilted
slacks, high leather boots, and an ill fitted helm, which concealed
most of his face. Probably, his idea of what a brigand would wear.
Even though he wasn’t dressed like a city guard, he definitely
patrolled like one. It was the way they walked, the way they held
themselves, like stiff pieces of wood on wheels. It was not
uncommon for the Hunter’s Guild to employ city security for the
more mundane tasks, like waiting out in the wild for five days,
hoping a bunch of cadets would come along. Anything for a few extra
coins to spend in the pub.

The dog was as stiff and as focused as his master,
until he picked up on the scent. His body tensed, the hair on his
back stood up and he growled in a low menacing tone.

“What is it boy, what do ya got,” the guard asked,
tightening his grip on the leash. He scanned the forest, but could
see nothing through the dense rain. Only by the random flashes of
lightning, did he have any hopes of seeing anything in the
darkness. He placed his hand gently upon the hilt of his sword. He
knew the rules, he knew what to expect, but he wasn’t taking any
chances. The dog pulled at the leash and the guard crouched beside
him.

“You got something boy, you got something?” He said,
egging the dog on. He released the clasp. Once freed, the dog shot
off into the high grass and was gone. The guard drew his sword and
followed.

Cursing, he cut his way through the thick brush. The
low hanging, rain soaked, branches made it even harder for him to
keep up. He only stopped when the forest went quiet.

“Javoon?” he called out, but there was no reply.
“Javoon, where are ya, boy?”

Only the distant sound of thunder answered his call.
The guard pressed on through the high grass, stumbling out the
other side, what he saw was not what he expected.

A young girl, with long red hair, sat face to face
with the guard dog. They were staring at each other in a small
clearing under a large pine tree.

“Hey… hey you there,” the guard called out, walking
slowly. “You better be careful there miss, that dog’s
dangerous.”

Neither the dog, nor the young girl looked up, or
paid him any mind. If he didn’t know any better, he would swear
they were carrying on a conversation. He took a few more steps in
their direction when something or someone stopped him. A hand
pressed against his chest. There was nobody there, but he could
definitely feel it. He tightened his grip on the sword. He was
ready to defend himself, but he couldn’t see who to defend himself
against.

“We don’t want to hurt you.”

Spinning around, the guard stumbled backwards. He
was looking at the largest man he ever saw. With his head in the
trees, the behemoth stood over eight feet tall. He was dressed all
in black, and his helmet was crafted into the shape of a grinning
white skull. The battle axe he held was so large, it could cut the
guard in two, with one swing. How this juggernaut managed to sneak
up behind him so easily, defied logic.

“You may want to put down your sword,” the grinning
skull politely requested.

Even though the voice sounded a bit meek,
considering the bulk it was coming from, the guard decided the few
extra coins, the Hunter’s Guild was offering, wasn’t worth it. He
dropped his sword.

“Thank you,” the grinning white skull said.

A tall, slim man stepped out from behind one of the
trees. His face hidden under the hood of his cloak,

“We don’t want to see anyone get hurt,” The tall,
slim man said. Raising his hand, he touched the guard’s forehead.
It was the last thing the guard remembered of that night.

 


“You killed him?” Alex cried, walking through the
grinning, skulled juggernaut, who slowly faded out of
existence.

“Of course not,” Daniel replied. He knelt down
beside the guard, placing his finger along side the man’s neck,
just to make sure he hadn’t. “He’s fine.”

“Did you know that was going to work?” Carter
asked.

“Truthfully, no, I never tried it before,” He
replied.

“How long will he be asleep?”

“A couple of hours at least,” Daniel said, getting
to his feet.

Carter picked up the guards fallen sword, turning it
over in his hand. He felt the weight and the balance. “Why do you
think they would use outsiders?” He asked. “You would think Hunters
would be better suited.”

“That might require Hunters to use their Edge
against other Hunters, and it is strictly prohibited in the
Hunter’s Code,” Alex chimed in.

“I think it’s a little more than just that,” Daniel
added.

“Who knows?” Carter said, gently laying the sword
beside the sleeping guard. He turned, looking to where Kile and the
dog were still sitting, face to face.

“She’s really talking to that dog… isn’t she?” he
asked.

“Yep,” Daniel replied.

“I mean… really talking to the dog. Like, actually
carrying on a two way conversation.”

“Yep.”

“Is that… normal?”

“It depends on your definition of normal,” Daniel
explained. “If you’re asking, if it’s rare, then yes, it’s a very
rare Edge. I’m not sure of any other Hunter, who can do it, past or
present. But then, you can’t really be sure since Hunter’s keep
their Edges secret.”

“So… she can talk to other animals too, like that
rodent of hers.”

“Vesper? Oh yeah, she talks to Vesper. She can also
talk to squirrels.”

“What does that have to do with… the squirrels… with
the apples? That was her?”

“Yep.”

Carter sat down against the tree, shaking his
head.

“And here I am suggesting she probably cheated
during Folkstaff’s survival exercise.”

“Yep.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“A Hunter’s Edge is known only by the Hunter and the
mystic who teaches them, and anyone else, the Hunter wants to tell.
If she wanted you to know, she would have told you,” Daniel
explained, placing his hand on his friend's shoulder. Carter looked
up.

“She told you.” He said.

“That's different,” Daniel said, looking at Kile. “I
think up until now, she was a little self conscious about her Edge.
Now she’s finally seeing how useful it is.”

“If it can get us some information about what’s
going on in that camp, it will be very useful. We still don’t know
how many guards are in there or even if our last orb is there.”

“Five guards, minus the one you guys took care of,”
Kile said. She walked towards them with the guard dog by her side.
“And yes, there is a chest in the tent on the east side of the
camp, as to whether or not our orb is in there, that waits to be
seen, but it does match the description of the other chest.” She
said, and then placed her hand on the dog's head. “Oh, and this is
Javoon, he’s agreed to help.”

“Why?” Carter asked, looking between the guard dog
and Kile. He still couldn’t believe she was actually talking to the
dog.

“Because of Gorum,” Kile replied with a sigh. “When
the guards were at the Academy, getting their instruction and
picking up their chests, the guard dogs were with Gorum and Hunar.
It would appear Gorum asked them to help us out.”

“Gorum? Oblum’s dog? Asked them to help us,” Carter
said in disbelief.

“Well, actually, he asked them to help me, and since
I’m with you it kind of works out the same way,” Kile smiled.

“But why would Oblum’s dog want to help us… I mean…
you?”

“That's what friends do,” Kile replied with a shrug.
“Come on, we should get back to Murphy and find out what’s
happening in the camp and figure out what to do next.”

“What about sleeping beauty?” Alex asked.

“If you want to kiss him and wake him up, be my
guess, but wait until we leave first,” Daniel suggested.

“I ain’t kissing no dude,” Alex replied and quickly
caught up with the others.

They set about backtracking up through the forest
with Kile and Javoon leading the way. It didn’t take them long to
find Murphy, who was crouched down beside one of the larger trees,
completely in his stone form to mask his scent from the dogs. He
turned when they approached, looking between Kile and the guard
dog, if he thought anything was strange about the pair, he didn’t
say.

“What have we learned?” Kile asked, crouching down
beside him.

They found the encampment not long after Vesper
detected the guards, although, it wasn’t difficult to find. It was
situated in the center of a wide clearing, four tents erected
around a good size cooking fire. A large pot of something, which
smelled edible, hung over the flames. On either edge of the
clearing, two guards stood with their backs to the fire, looking
out in the darkness.

“There are only three guards, along with two dogs.”
Murphy said, pulling back from the edge of the hill.

“That means, there is still one guard and one dog
unaccounted for,” Kile concluded.

“More than likely, they’re out on patrol. So, now
what?” Carter asked.

“That’s easy,” she answered, removing the key from
around her neck. She handed it to Carter. “You’re going to get the
orb.”

“Me?”

“With your Edge, you can be in and out without
anyone seeing you,” she told him.

“I can get past the men, but not the dogs. That’s
what you said.”

“That’s where Javoon comes in. He’s going to
convince the dogs not to pay any attention to you.”

“Won’t they be a little suspicious, when the dog
comes back alone?” Daniel asked.

“Surprisingly not,” Kile said with a shrug. “It
seems to be a regular occurrence.”

“Let's hope so,” Carter said, gripping the key
tightly in his hand. He slowly faded out of sight.

“You’re on, Javoon,” Kile whispered to the dog.

The guard dog casually walked into camp, under the
watchful eye of the watch guard. Without hesitating, Javoon walked
over to the where the other dogs were, and lay down among them.

“Was that Javoon?” a man asked, exiting one of the
tents. He must have been sleeping as he ran one gloved hand through
a tangled mess of hair.

“Who else?” the watch guard replied.

“Where’s Angelo?” the man asked.

“Probably somewhere out there, looking for Javoon?”
the guard laughed.

“By the gods, what an idiot, tell me again why he
has to be in our squad.”

“He’s your brother-in-law.”

Carter slipped quietly between the two men as they
spoke, and cross the campsite to the tent, which happen to be the
one blocked by the guard dogs. He hoped Javoon carried out his part
of the plan, and then realized he was relying on a dog to convince
his pack to look the other way.

One dog did look up briefly as Carter stepped over
him, but soon laid his head down on his paws and closed his eyes.
Only when Carter was inside the tent could he breathe freely.

It wasn’t difficult to find the golden chest. It was
the only thing in the tent, beside the table it was sitting on.
Carter inserted the key and gently turned it. A muffled click was
all the noise it made. He looked back towards the opening of the
tent, to see if he attracted any unwanted attention, but the dogs
remained still and the guards were too far away. Slowly opening the
box and he removed the red orb from inside. He was nearly out of
the tent when the missing patrol returned.

“Hey, you see Angelo out there?” the watch guard
asked the new man.

“I couldn’t see squat, with all this rain.” He
replied. The closer he got to the campsite, the more agitated his
dog became. “What is it girl?” he asked, crouching down beside the
dog.

Carter moved back, away from the opening of the
tent. If the new dog was going to try anything, he would need an
escape. He could go out the back, but a guard was on that side of
the camp as well. A tent ripping itself apart, from the inside out,
was kind of a dead give away, something wasn’t quite right.

The new man held onto the leash as the dog strained
to get free.

“Have you checked on the package?” He asked the
watch guard.

“Well… no, not lately, but nothings happen here
since you left, it’s been quiet. Maybe she’s a little spooked by
the thunder,” the watch guard replied.

“Kenor does not get spooked,” the man said, trying
to hold the dog back. She was pulling at the leash and there was no
mistaken where she wanted to go.

Javoon slowly got up from his place among the other
dogs, and made his way towards Kenor. Carter watched the exchange
between the two dogs. He never considered dogs being able to
communicate with one another, but seeing Javoon and Kenor, he was
beginning to have second thoughts. The female dog’s posture began
to ease.

“What’s the matter girl, did you lose it?” the man
asked. He released his grip on the leash and watched as Kenor
followed Javoon back to the pack, where she settled down.

“See, nothing to worry about. It was probably just a
lover’s spat,” the watch guard said with a laugh.

“Yeah, maybe,” the man replied, although he didn’t
believe it and headed towards the tent.

There really wasn’t enough room in the tent for the
two of them, Carter thought, and compressed himself against the
side as much as he could. Fortunately, the man wasn’t all that
enthusiastic. He simply pulled back the flap and looked in, to see
if the chest was still on the table.

“Everything still there?” the watch guard asked.
There was a hint of venom in his voice. He obviously didn’t like
the insinuation he somehow let the chest be stolen.

“Hey, I’ve worked with these Hunters before, you
haven’t,” the man replied. “They can be really tricky.”

“Come on, they're just kids,” The watch guard said
with a dismissive wave of his hand.

“Kids or not, they have… secret powers.”

He was looking around the forest as if he expected
to be surrounded by cadets at any minute. Working with Hunters
clearly made him nervous, but only made the watch guard laugh.

“Oh come on, don’t tell me you believe all that crap
about Hunters, it’s a promotional gimmick to rake in more work for
their Guild.”

“If you’d seen what I’d seen Pete, you wouldn’t be
so quick to judge,” the man said, walking towards one of the other
tents. “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep tonight. They’ll be
here soon, and when they do, you’ll understand what I’m talking
about.”

“Yeah, yeah, just shut up and go to sleep
already.”

Carter seized his opportunity and stepped nimbly
over the dogs who paid him little mind. Only Kenor looked in his
direction when he passed. He walked right past Pete, the watch
guard, and headed back up the hill, with the third, and last, orb
in hand.

“Oh man, that was close,” He said, collapsing by the
tree as he reappeared.

“It’s not over yet” Daniel said, getting to his
feet. “Let’s get the hell out of here before we start to
celebrate.”

 


They traveled just over an hour more through the
wilderness, before they decided to stop for the night. They needed
to make sure they were outside the guard’s patrol area. The last
thing they wanted was for the guards to come stumbling upon them by
accident. Hopefully, they wouldn’t start searching for them until
morning, if they started at all. The Hunter’s Guild didn’t pay that
much coin.

The guard they left sleeping in the forest would be
awake by now, and the story he had to tell was too unbelievable.
Since the guards had no way of opening the box, they had no way of
knowing it was empty. Therefore, there was no reason for them to
start looking for anyone, including grinning skulled juggernauts or
red headed forest nymphs conversing with dogs.

They set up camp on the lee side of the rocks, to
protect them from the worst of the wind and tied their cloaks
together to fashion a tent to keep out the rain. With the flint he
kept in his boot, as a good luck charm, and the small steel bladed
knife they found in the cave, Carter was able to start a fire.

The rain, the damp conditions, the lack of food and
warmth did not distract from the fact they had all three orbs in
their possession. They completed their part of the survival
exercise. The only thing left now, was to get back to the Academy,
and they still had two whole days to do it in. Even if they took it
slow, they should easily arrive in time.

 


The storm blew over during the night and the sun was
now struggling to be seen through the clouds. The weather was
getting warmer and the summer was well on its way. The new first
year cadets would be arriving in two months, the old first year
cadets would become second years and Kile would be in her third
year at the Academy. In nine more months, she would be assigned to
a Guild Hall, who knows where, to start her life as a Hunter. The
only thing on her mind was whether or not she was ready. This was
not a time to have doubts, she told herself, as she followed the
boys through the forest.

She carried the satchel they salvaged from the cave.
In it, were the three orbs and Vesper, who was quite happy to ride
with his head poking out of the top. He appeared to like this
satchel more than her old one, as it provided him with more room to
curl up in.

The walk was light hearted, since their only purpose
now was to get from point “A” to point “B”. With no mountains to
climb, or valleys to traverse, there didn’t appear to be any
obstacles in their way. By late evening they stopped beside the
river to have their fill.

“You know what we need,” Daniel said as he played
around with the water skin. He was determined to find a way to
cleanse water more efficiently with his Edge than filtering it
through the cloth. He got close once, but the water took on such a
bitter taste, although it was clean, it was still undrinkable.

“This should be good,” Carter said. He was trying to
show Alex how to start a fire, but wasn’t having much luck.

“We need fish,” Daniel said.

“Hey, yeah, a fish fry,” Carter grinned. “The only
problem is, we don’t have a pole, string, hook or bait, but besides
that....”

“I’m sure we can find something,” Daniel
replied.

“How about Kile just call the fish to the surface
and we grab them when they get there,” Alex chimed in. Carter
slapped him upside the head.

“That’s horrible,” Kile exclaimed.

“It was just a suggestion,” Alex pouted.

“Actually, I was thinking more in the lines of
Carter’s Edge and how he caught those squirrels a couple of days
back,” Daniel suggested.

Carter shrugged. “I can give it a try, but I’m not
promising anything,” He said, removing his boots.

Barefooted he stood on the bank of the river and
slowly faded out of existence. Only the water, as it flowed around
him, gave any indication someone was there. They waited on the
banks of the river to see if he could actually pull this off.

There was a violent splash as one of the fish was
raised into the air, followed by the eerie sound of disembodied
laughter.

“And to think of all the time I wasted with a pole,”
Carter shouted.

Kile never talked to fish, and she didn’t want to
try. She always enjoyed fishing with her brother back home when she
was younger. It was one of the few times she could get away from
her father’s disapproving looks. On one such trip, she caught more
fish than Leon, but it went unnoticed by her father who praised her
bother’s catch. It was just another way for her father to turn an
otherwise enjoyable event into a disappointment. She gave up
fishing soon after.

“Hey, I’m not doing all the work,” Carter laughed,
grabbing another fish and tossing it to Daniel. “Get the fire
started. Let’s get this fish fry going.”

Alex and Daniel began to clean the fish. Murphy took
over the fire, easily stoking the flames, his large stone hands
unaffected by the heat. Kile headed into the woods with the help of
a friendly groundhog to fine some herbs and mushrooms for added
flavor. Within a couple of hours they were enjoying the first real
meal they had in quite some time.

“Why didn’t we think of this sooner?” Alex asked,
finishing off his third fish.

“We were too busy looking for orbs,” Daniel
replied.

 

“Or it could have something to do with the lack of
fish in the middle of the forest.” Carter remarked.

 


They spent the night beside the river, having
finally eaten a decent meal after four days. By morning the sun was
completely out and the sky was a clear blue, it only added to the
speed at which they traveled. They were close to the finish line
now, and they knew it as things started to look familiar.

“I know this place,” Carter exclaimed, running
ahead. “Right over there under that rock is where I spent the night
during the survival examination. Just over that hill is the
clearing where Master Folkstaff brought us.”

“Then we did it, we’re finally home,” Alex shouted,
falling to his knees. “We survived the five days and we’re finally
home.”

“We’re not home yet, we still have some distance to
go before we get to the western gates,” Daniel said, bringing in a
sober note of reality.

“Yeah, but what could possibly happen now?” Alex
laughed.

As the words tripped out of his mouth, Kile suddenly
had a bad feeling everything was going to go terribly wrong, and in
fact it already started.

“Hang on you guys,” she said, calling a halt to the
celebration.

“What is it?” Carter asked. His hand instinctively
went to the sword at his side. He was beginning to respect Kile’s
hunches even if he didn’t want to know where they came from.

“We’re not alone,” she said, scanning the horizon.
She wasn’t sure if she was being overly cautious, or if she
actually sensed something, either way she had the feeling, they
were being watched.

They were just below a hill. Over the hill, and
another ten minutes, would have taken them back to Master
Folkstaff’s clearing. A three hour walk would bring them back to
the road and the field outside the western gate, where they trained
their horses. Ten more minutes from there and they could be in the
dining hall celebrating their victory. They were four hours from
completing the exercise. Would the Hunter’s Guild throw something
at them this late in the game?

There was a scent on the wind. The same scent she
followed once before. It was a strange combination of burnt toast
and garlic.

“Where are you, Eric?” she called out.

“Very good, Veller.”

He rose from the far side of the hill, his hair
matted down over his eyes, his clothes in a state of disarray. He
looked more like a brigand than the son of a Lord, and it suited
him better.

“I have to admit, I really didn’t think you would
get this far,” he said and started down the hill.

Three more figures emerged behind him. Roger, off to
his left, Anthony, on his right, and a smaller kid, whose name Kile
didn’t know, stood in the back. One more, she thought, one more
member of his group was in hiding, but why?

“What do you want, Eric?” Daniel asked.

“Nothing, from you,” he replied. “What I want is for
her to surrender. Give me the orbs and give up.”

“And why would I do that?” Kile asked.

“Because if you don’t,” He said, trailing off with a
grin. “We’ll have to make you.”

There was a movement of his head, ever so slight.
She would have missed it, if she wasn’t expecting it. Whatever, was
going to happen, just did.

Coming at her from the west, down wind, he was only
a blur when he flew out from behind a large tree. His speed was
incredible. She picked up his scent, before she saw him, and was
already in motion. Sidestepping him, she stretched out her leg. He
struck her, spinning her around and knocking her flat on her ass as
he flipped over her outstretched foot, landing face first in the
dirt, a good six yards away. It may have been an amusing and
effective tactic, but the pain in her ankle was more than she was
willing to pay.

“Then we’re doing this the hard way,” Eric said and
started down the hill at a run. Pulling his arm back, his hand
burst into flames and he whipped it forward, launching a ball of
fire in her direction.

Kile tried to get to her feet, but her ankle wasn’t
cooperating. All she could do was close her eyes, and wait for the
impact. It was a fiery blast, but she never felt the heat. When she
opened her eyes, she saw Murphy, standing between her and Eric, his
body completely encased in stone, his tunic still smoking. Eric
stopped a good ten feet away.

“Get out the way, Murphy,” he ordered.

“Not this time,” Murphy replied.

“This is between her and me,” Eric shouted.

“Not any more.”

“You’re going to side with her?”

“I don’t know you anymore, Eric. I don’t understand
you. I don’t understand why you even wanted to be a Hunter in the
first place. You have no idea what it means. She’s ten times the
Hunter you’ll ever be.”

That was probably not the right thing to say at that
movement as Eric’s eyes just lit up. He went from being mildly
annoyed to incredible ticked off in less than a heartbeat.

“Then maybe we’ll have to remove that from the
equation,” he said

He brought his hands together and a swirling ball of
fire grew between his outstretched palms. Murphy launched himself
across the open field, moving surprisingly fast for a man currently
made of stone. One massive fist connected with Eric’s face as the
ball of fire exploded between them, throwing them both
backwards.

It was as if the explosion sets the chaos into
motion. Daniel ran across the field, towards Murphy, who was now
flesh and blood, his tunic was smoking. Carter was suddenly knocked
back as walls of stone erupted from the ground around him,
completely cutting him off from the rest of the team. Alex was
trying to get to Carter, but Robert and Anthony managed to combine
their Edges, and were launching large stones at the boy who was
forced to seek cover behind a large rock.

Kile was at a loss, as to who to help first. She
struggled to get to her feet, but the pain in her ankle was
preventing her from putting weight on it, and she forgot all about
the speedy member of Eric’s team. She was suddenly broadsided. Kile
went down hard, the satchel, which held the three orbs, was torn
from her grasp. She searched the grass around her, hoping she might
have dropped it, but she wasn’t that lucky.

“That was too easy,” The fast, redheaded cadets
announced from the top of the hill. He held the satchel high above
his head. He must have forgotten his face plant earlier, she
thought, struggling to get to her feet again.

He heckled her from the hilltop, laughing at her
feeble attempt to reach him. She knew she didn’t have a chance to
catch him, with his incredible speed. It was probably a wind sphere
thing, she thought. The redheaded cadet reached into the pouch and
suddenly let out a blood curdling scream. Pulling back his hand, he
found a yarrow clamped down on the skin between his thumb and his
forefinger.

“Get it off! Get it off!” he shouted, jumping up and
down and swinging his hand with the yarrow attached.

Vesper finally let go and went sailing through the
air, landing in the grass not far from the satchel with the orbs.
He grabbed the strap and made a run for the forest. The cadet
cursed, holding his bleeding hand closed to his chest.

“Where did that rat go?” he shouted, looking around.
It took him a while to locate the satchel, moving through the high
grass.

Vesper moved pretty fast for a yarrow dragging a
pouch which was twice his size, but he couldn’t move fast enough.
It took the cadet a few steps to build up his Edge and focus his
concentration. Kile threw herself forward, just as the cadet
launched into his blinding speed. It was the third time they
collided, and each time was like being struck by a blacksmith’s
hammer. She felt the wind driven from her lungs. The cadet went
head over heels again, landing in the forest, colliding with
something solid.

Struggling to catch her breath, Kile surveyed the
situation. This was not going well, she thought. Carter managed to
escape his stone prison, or at least she assumed he did since she
could no longer see him on the field. Murphy was up and back in
stone form, trying to protect Daniel from the balls of fire Eric
was tossing in their direction. It was too much to hope that Eric
would be down for the count. He went from trying to slow them down,
so they would fail the survival exercise, to eliminating them
completely from the Academy and probably from life itself. He
wouldn’t be happy until they were all dead.

Closing the gap between them, Murphy threw another
punch at Eric, but a wall of stone stopped him cold. It rose out of
the ground between them. Robert’s manipulation of stone didn’t stop
there. He quickly gained control of Murphy’s stone form, and
Murphy, although he tried not to, backhanded Daniel across the
field. He was now in a tight spot. If he stayed in his stone form
he couldn’t control his own movements, if he changed back to his
flesh and blood, Eric would roast him alive.

Eric suddenly doubled up, struck by some unseen
hand, which could only mean Carter was still around.

The best they could hope for was a stand still, a
draw. They wouldn’t and couldn’t kill a fellow cadet, but it didn’t
look as if the other side had the same restrictions. Eric torched
the ground around him in a vain attempt to find his unseen
attacker.

Kile turned to the woods, where Vesper had gone. She
wasn’t going to be any good in a fight, not when she could barely
stand. Her only hope was to secure the orbs. Otherwise, this would
all be pointless. Getting to her feet once again, she hopped
towards the tree line, but she didn’t get far when the redheaded
cadet came running out of the forest, screaming. He wasn’t moving
with his blinding speed, but fast enough for a man with twelve
squirrels biting every exposed surface of his body.

-Help Kile-

-Help Kile-

-Help Kile-

The battle cries came from the trees and more
squirrels joined into the fray. They scattered across the field
going after anyone and everyone, friend and foe alike. A smaller
group of about twelve squirrels, led by a yarrow, broke off from
the main army and circled Kile.

Reinforcements, she thought, although she would have
preferred a couple of bears or maybe a few dogs, something with a
little more presence, but numbers can sometimes count for strength,
although she didn’t want to see any of the squirrels hurt
either.

She watched the redheaded cadet run past her,
picking squirrels off his body, but for every one he removed
another two leapt on. He ran up, and over the hill and Kile noticed
the unknown boy still standing off to one side. He didn’t join the
fight and so the squirrels saw no threat in him. Was it because he
was ineffective in battle, so Eric told him to stay out of it, or
didn’t he believe in what Eric was doing, or was it simply the fact
he was loaded down with all the supplies. Seeing him standing there
with the backpack, which was almost twice his size, gave her an
idea.

“Vesper, Tik,” she called out and the yarrow and one
of the squirrels came forward. She didn’t have to tell them what
she wanted. She could easily show them in a few words. It was a
simple form of communication, but it was effective. It didn’t take
long before a squad of squirrels understood their new mission.

They covered the ground in rapid time, not being
distracted by any of the activity on the field. They circled the
hill and ambushed the boy and his backpack from the concealment of
the tall grass, catching him completely off guard. He screamed when
the squirrels landed on him, and ran around frantically, waving his
hands in the air. When he came running down the hill he knocked
Roger over, giving Murphy the opportunity he needed to knock Roger
out. The boy ran into the forest, shedding his backpack and cloak
in a vain attempt to rid himself of the rodents.

Quickly limping her way to the discarded backpack,
Kile opened it up and dumped the contents out onto the field. She
rummaged through the supplies until she found what she was looking
for. A fiery explosion ignited next to her, throwing her backwards
as the backpack burst into flames.

“Enough!” Eric shouted as both his arms were now
fully engulfed. As brave and as loyal as the squirrels were, they
could not go up against fire and quickly fell back.

“Alright, everyone stop!” Kile shouted. “You win, we
surrender.”

Everything went silent, even the squirrels stopped
and watched, waiting to see what would happen next.

“Too late for that, Veller,” Eric said, moving
towards her.

“Look, you win,” she said, holding up the small
ebony box. “Stop and we’ll give up.”

Eric paused for a moment, considering the proposal,
and he grinned. “I don’t think so,” he replied, lifting his arms
over his head. A huge ball of swirling fire began to expand between
his hands. She could feel the intensity of the heat as it grew.
“You have been a thorn in my side for too long,” he shouted.

Kile opened the little ebony box.

There was a bone shuddering boom and she was pushed
even further across the field. It wasn’t as violent as an
explosion. It was more like she was pushed out of the way of Eric’s
ball of fire which was hurling towards her. Instead of hitting her,
it was engulfed in a shimmering blue orb of energy. The orb went
from blue to red, then to yellow, until it melted into the robes of
a mystic.

Morgan Vain stood silently looking around the field,
and he was not pleased by what he saw. The fighting was over, for
better or for worse. The cadets stood, facing this new force of
nature. The squirrels were the smarter group. They quickly high
tailed it to the safety of the forest. After seeing the look on
Morgan’s face, Kile wished she could join them.

“Well, I guess it is over,” Eric said, smiling. He
dusted himself off and got to his feet. It was not the victory he
wanted, but he would take it. “I guess I’ll see you back at the
Academy with the rest of the losers,” he said and waved for his
team to join him.

“Not so fast, young man,” Morgan said, picking up
the small ebony box which lay at his feet. “This is your box,” he
said, facing Eric.

“No, it’s not, it’s hers,” Eric said, pointing to
Kile.

“I’m afraid not,” Morgan replied. “This is your
box.” It was not a question, it was a statement.

“She opened it, she gave up,” Eric protested.

“And what proof do you have of this?” Morgan
asked.

“Proof? She opened it… we all saw her open it.”

“I’m afraid that isn’t good enough. This box was
assigned to your team, and since it has been opened, it is your
team who has forfeited.”

Eric’s face dropped. He looked around the field, and
then his eyes fell on Kile, who couldn’t resist waving.

“No, that’s not right,” He shouted. “She gave up.
She opened the box. Her team forfeited.”

It was clear Morgan had no intention of debating
this matter. Lifting his arms, swirling blue ribbons of light began
to encircle Eric and the members of his team.

“This isn’t right,” Eric continued to protest.
“You’re going to pay for this Veller, you little…”

And he was gone.

Looking around the field once more, Morgan found
Kile, before his yellow robes swirled around him, reverting back to
the shimmering blue globe of energy and then he too was gone. The
small ebony box dropped to the ground. She wasn’t sure if that last
look was one of disappointment or not, but it meant she would
probably hear about it later. Slowly getting to her feet, cringing
at the pain in her ankle she reached down and picked up the small
ebony box.

“Maybe I should start collecting these,” she said,
turning it over in her hand.

“What just happened?” Carter asked, walking towards
her.

“I took a gamble,” She replied. “I figure, if the
keys and the orbs were individually tuned to our team, then the
boxes had to be as well.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say the keys or the orbs were
tuned to our team. The orbs are tuned to the keys, but anyone can
use the keys,” Daniel reasoned. “Remember the burning farm
house.”

“That’s right,” she replied, forgetting Murphy used
three of the keys to recover the orbs from the farm house. “It’s a
good thing you didn’t tell me that earlier.”

“It doesn’t matter, we still lost. Speedy got away
with our orbs,” Alex said, running down the hill.

“I don’t think so,” Kile replied.

“Sure he did, I saw him with the satchel myself. I
almost had him, but he disappeared, along with the rest of
them.”

“Just because he had the satchel, doesn’t mean he
had the orbs. Does it Tik?”

-Help Kile?-

The voice, only she could hear, came from the tree
just behind her. She turned to see the familiar squirrel sitting on
one of the lower branches, alongside a yarrow. His tail looked a
little singed, but otherwise he was in good health. She limped over
to them, holding her arm out so Vesper could get onto her
shoulder.

“Yes, you did, thank you Tik, you all helped.”

-Help Kile-

Tik said and ran back up the tree. There was a
moment of chattering in the higher branches, and then three red
orbs fell to the ground, followed by three blue ones.

 


Daniel used his Edge to ease the pain in Kile’s
ankle. Fortunately, it wasn’t broken, although, it felt like it. It
was still a little sore, but she was able to walk on it without
help.

“That’s about as much as I can do, at the moment,”
he told her.

“It feels a lot better now, thanks.”

“What were you thinking, trying to trip him? You
could have just stepped out of the way.”

“Come on, where’s the fun in that?” she grinned.

“Yeah, like when he did that awesome face plant,”
Alex laughed.

“That was a bit wild,” Carter remarked, helping her
to her feet. “You could have given your little army some better
information. I don’t know… like, whose friend and whose foe.”

“Hey, I didn’t tell them to go after anyone. They
did it on their own.”

“I think it’s a little more than that,” Daniel
replied. “Squirrels don’t tend to link up in platoons and attack
people. It’s not exactly… normal.”

“What can I say? They were just looking out for
me.”

It took two hours for them to reach the road, and
another, before the gates of the Academy came into view. The sun
was already low in the west and the sky was changing to a misty
orange, but it was still a long way from setting, so they arrived
with time to spare.

As they got closer to the open fields outside the
Academy walls, they noticed a group of cadets sitting on the side
of the road. One of the cadets sat up and waved them over. She
recognized Keith Larks.

“What’s the matter?” She asked. Her first thought
was something happened within the Academy, something she didn’t
want to know about.

“Nothing,” Keith replied. “We’re just taking a
break.”

“It was a long walk to get here.” Another cadet
chimed in. He lay down on the grass, as if to prove it.

It was an odd place to get tired, just a couple of
yards from the western gate, a couple of yards from the completion
of the exercise. It was almost as if they didn’t want to be the
first to finish.

“You know, I’m feeling a little tired too,” Kile
said, turning to the others.

“Yeah, I think we can all do with a little rest
before we move on,” Daniel agreed.

“What? What are you talking about, we’re almost
home,” Alex started to complain until Carter slapped him upside the
head.

“We’re going to rest here first, squirt,” He told
him, and followed Kile and Daniel to the side of the road.

Alex looked to Murphy, who just shrugged and
followed the others.

Kile took a place on the grass beside Keith.

“That was some test,” she said, staring down the
road.

“It sure was,” Keith replied.

“Are you guys the first here?” she asked.

“As far as we know,” Keith said. He looked towards
the gates of the Academy.

“How many teams do you think made it?” Daniel
asked.

“We were trying to figure that out,” Robby replied.
“We know Laurence’s teams had to drop out.”

“What happen?” Carter asked.

“Rock slide,” He said, shaking his head. “All that
rain. It caught them at the top of the hill about three days back.
Barry broke his leg, so they couldn’t continue.”

“Is he alright?” Kile asked.

“Oh sure, the healers will have him fixed up in no
time.”

“It’s a shame they didn’t have you on their team,
Daniel,” Keith added. “With your skills, they could have
continued.”

“If I had known, I would have been there,” Daniel
said.

“So, out of seven teams, that still leaves six.”

“Four,” Carter corrected. “We found a spent black
box in one of the rooms in the cave, by the looks of things there,
someone got themselves caught in a nice little trap and had to drop
out.”

“Do you know whose group it was?” Keith asked.

“No way of telling,” Kile added. “They were long
gone before we got there.”

“Well, that still leaves five,” Robby replied.

“Well, Eric’s group had to drop out
unexpectedly.”

“Really?” Keith said, his face lighting up. “Jakk
will be happy to hear about that. They ran into Eric’s team, two
days out, barely got away.”

“So, how long are we going to sit here?” Alex
asked.

“Two more group out there, I say, at least until the
sun sets below the walls,” Kile replied, looking to Keith for
verification.

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Keith said, giving
Kile a smile.

A member of Keith’s team stood up. “That looks like
Jakk’s team now,” he said.

“I can’t see anyone,” Kile said, looking in the
direction the young man was pointing.

“Trust him,” Keith sighed. “If he says he sees
something, he sees it. It gets rather annoying after a while.”

“Don’t blame me if you’re as blind as a bat,” the
young man laughed.

It was another five minutes before they could see
anyone on the road.

“Told you, it’s Jakk,” The young man added before
sitting down with a smug look.

Jakk was a lean, dark haired boy with a narrow face
and rather large ears. He stopped in the middle of the road when he
saw the other cadets.

“What's the matter, what’s going on?” He asked,
approaching Keith. His eyes briefly glanced over to where Kile was
sitting.

“We’re waiting on you,” Keith replied. “Come on, sit
down, we still have some time.”

Jakk seemed a bit confused. He looked first at the
cadets sitting in the field, and then at his own team. He could
have chosen to continue on, and finish first. The thought did cross
his mind, but in the end, it didn’t really matter. It didn’t seem
to matter to the other members of his team, either. Just finishing
the exercise was enough.

“Hey Jakk, you’ll be happy to know, Eric’s team
dropped out,” Keith announced.

“No way, are you sure?” Jakk asked. That was all he
needed to make up his mind, and he sat down on the other side of
Keith.

“Oh yeah, we’re sure,” Carter replied. “Mind you, it
wasn’t his idea. The decision was kind of made for him.”

“As long as he’s had to drop out, that’s all I care
about,” Jakk laughed.

“We were trying to figure out, who's still out
there,” Daniel added. “It’s either William’s team or Troy’s.”

“Troy’s gone. They didn’t last one day.”

“What happen?” Kile asked.

“Eric happened,” Jakk said. “He persuaded Troy to
drop out early, if you know what I mean. Tried to do it with us,
but… well… lets just say it didn’t turn out the way he had
hoped.”

So, Eric tried to harass other teams as well. In a
way, Kile felt kind of disappointed. She was under the impression,
Eric had a personal vendetta against her, but now it would appear
he was trying to stop everyone. It still didn’t make any sense.
What would he gain from it? It wasn’t a contest. There were no
prizes for coming in first, or for coming in at all. It wasn’t as
if the Guild was going to kick out anybody who failed. Was this
just Eric being vindictive, or was there something more behind
it?

“Then William and his team fell into the trap,”
Daniel concluded.

“What happened to William?” Jakk asked

“We think he got trapped in a room, while trying for
one of the orbs,” Carter explained. “At least, the trap was sprung
when we got there. We did find his black box, and it was already
open.”

“You mean the room in the cave, with the poisoned
needle in the chest?” Jakk asked.

“That’s the place,” Daniel replied.

“Yeah, that was kind of freaky. We would have fallen
for that trap too, if Tom here hadn’t noticed the Hunter symbols on
the floor.” Jakk replied, gripping the shoulder of the round cadet
sitting next to him.

“Symbols, what symbols?” Carter asked.

“There were Hunter symbols on the floor, just
outside the room,” Tom replied. “At first, I though it was a joke,
something to mislead us. But then I remembered what Master Adams
always said, Hunter’s symbols should always be taken
seriously.”

“We figured it couldn’t hurt to be cautious,” Jakk
added. “So, we sent James into the room to get our orb. He set the
trap off, but, let's just say, he has a way of getting out of a
closed room.”

“We didn’t see any symbols.” Carter replied.

“I don’t see how you could have missed them,” Tom
laughed, “They were large enough.”

“How come we didn’t see them?” Carter asked, turning
to Daniel.

“Probably because Kile wrote them after we left,”
Daniel replied.

“Kile?”

“If William’s team and Troy’s team both dropped out
of the exercise,” Kile said, quickly changing the subjects, “Then
there aren’t any more teams to wait for. It’s just us.”

“Well, if that’s the case, there’s no use sitting
around here,” Keith replied getting to his feet. He offered Kile
his hand.
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Master Adams walked into the room.

“Well, I guess congratulations are in order, at
least for those fifteen cadets who finished the survival exam.” He
said, addressing the room.

Kile looked at the faces of the remaining cadets,
some beamed with pride, and others looked down at their desks. It
was either in shame or in anger of having to bail out of the
exercise. Eric was the only one who was looking in her direction.
There was no denying what he felt when he saw her, and
surprisingly, it didn’t bother her.

Looking out the window, towards the western, she had
mixed feelings. Did she like it better in here or out there? The
wilderness held so much more freedom, more than the stone walls now
surrounding her. Of course, the bath and the extra change of
clothing were a welcome indulgence. Sleeping in her cot, in her
room or sleeping out under the stars, it was a hard choice to
make.

“I see you all managed to survive it well enough,”
Master Adams remarked, taking his seat. “Although, you may have
noticed, we’ve lost a few more cadets. Five more took the walk.
Their names are on the notice board if you care to check. You’ve
probably also heard about an incident which occurred during the
survival examination. Two teams were involved in a dispute, where
they used their Edges against one another. This, as you know, is
not tolerated by the Guild, and as a result, two cadets have been
expelled from the Academy and there may be more.”

Kile looked around the room, again, searching for
the faces she knew she should see. The members of her teams were
still here. Murphy was sitting next to Alex in the front row.
Carter and Daniel were sitting right behind her. Were they the next
to go? Were they the ones Master Adams alluded to? They used their
Edges against other cadets, namely Eric’s teams, but if Eric was
still here, how could they be expelled.

“So, you have all made it to your third year.”
Master Adam said, leaning back in his chair. He studied the faces
of the cadets before him. “If you thought the second year was
intense, your third year is only going to get harder. Your training
is going to get harder, your studies are going to get harder and of
course, the Academy will be expecting more from you. You may have
gotten by the first two years on sheer luck or natural talent, but
they will only take you so far. The survival examination should
have proven that. It’s why we have it. A sort of, wake up call, for
those who think they can coast into the Hunter’s Guild.”

He leaned forward and clasped his hands together,
looking at each one of the cadets.

“From this point on, you will all be evaluated,
individually. Each one of you has your strong points and your weak
points, and that is what the Academy is going to focus on during
your third year. For the next several months, until you are either
assigned to a hall, or pass through the gate of Pudora, we will
expose your weaknesses and use them against you, until they become
your strengths. If you can’t ride a horse, you will be on a horse
day and night, until you can prove otherwise. If you can’t survive
the wild, you will be left out there for weeks on end if necessary,
until you can. If you’re having problems controlling your Edge, you
will be seeing a lot more of Morgan than anyone actually should.
There are no more easy courses. Those courses you sailed through
are gone now, for the next few months, it's going to be all those
things you hated the most about the Academy.”

There was a fiendish grin on the man’s face when he
finished, and it made Kile nervous. Where were her weaknesses? That
was a surprisingly easy and frightening answer, combat, which
meant, she wouldn’t be let out of Master Boraro’s sight, until she
mastered the sword… or he killed her.

“Your assigned location, for each, day, will be
posted on the notice board. It is your responsibility to be where
you are supposed to be, when you are supposed to be there, and to
show you, we at the Academy, are not evil… you may take the rest of
the day off to recuperate from your survival exercise.”

Master Boraro everyday, all day, she thought. Maybe
she should seize this opportunity to reserve herself a bed in the
Halls of Healing, since she had a feeling, she was going to be
visiting it a lot more frequently in the next few months.

She waited until the classroom emptied, or until she
was sure Eric left the room, before getting up from her seat.

“So Kile, it doesn’t look as if I will be seeing
much of you in the next few months.” Master Adams commented,
following her to the door.

“Sir?”

“You’ve read just about every book I have in my
library, I don’t think there is much more I can teach you, and you
will be happy to know, Master Voreing feels the same.”

“I’d take Master Voreing over Master Boraro any
day,” She mumbled.

“Yes… a shame about that,” Master Adams replied.
“Still, he is a good man, a little hard nosed at times, but he
knows what he’s doing, you can learn a lot from him.”

“You’ll visit me at the healers?” she asked.

“I don’t think it will be that bad,” Master Adams
laughed. “In all my years here, I don’t think I ever heard of
Master Boraro actually killing anyone.”

Somehow, that wasn’t very comforting. Maybe Master
Boraro hadn’t killed anyone yet, because he hadn’t had to instruct
anyone he disliked more than her.

“Oh, Kile, I almost forgot, Morgan wanted to see you
after class.”

“Morgan?” She asked. Now, what did he want? He
probably had something to say about the incident.

“Master Adams,” She called out, stopping the Hunter
before he reached the stairs.

“What is it, cadet?”

“The two boys, who were forced to leave the
Academy.”

“What about them?”

“Did it have anything to do with…?”

“What occurred between your team and Eric’s team,
out in the wild, two days ago?” He finished for her. All she could
do was nod. “I’m afraid to say, yes, it did. A Hunter, whether he’s
a full fledge Hunter or just a cadet, is never allowed to use his
Edge against another Hunter. It’s one of the Guilds oldest rules.
Both Robert and Stephen knew this, and yet, they chose to act
against the code.”

“But sir… we all kind of used our Edges at the
time.”

“I’m sure you did, in your own ways. But to use your
Edge, defensively to protect yourself or others against another, is
what a Hunter does. To use your Edge offensively, to attack another
Hunter, is a violation of the code.”

“But just those two, it doesn’t seem fair. What
about Anthony… or Eric.”

Master Adams pulled Kile aside. He looked around the
hall, making sure they were not overheard.

“I understand what you are saying, Kile, and believe
me, I agree with you, but there are certain circumstances which
have to be dealt with first. In Anthony’s case, it is not clear if
his Edge can be used offensively, and he may still find himself out
of the Academy if a further investigation finds he did act against
the code.”

“And Eric?” she asked.

Master Adams sighed, shaking his head. “Sometimes…
the code can be paid for.”

“Because his father is the Lord of Callor.”

“In Eric Rime’s case, the evidence has to be more…
substantial.”

“So, not until he does something which can’t be
disputed, he can get away with it.”

“I’m afraid that how it goes, even in the Guild.”
Master Adams replied, and it was clear he was as upset about it as
she was. “Think of it this way, Kile. The world is a big place.
Once you’re a Hunter, and out there on your own, you’ll never have
to deal with the likes of him again.”

Somehow, that little bit of wisdom, wasn’t very
encouraging.

She took the back way down the stairs and out the
rear of the Great Hall to the small mystic towers. She knocked on
Morgan’s door, and when no one answered, she went in.

Each time she visited Morgan, his room looked
cleaner and more organized, and in a way it seemed pointless. In
one more year, the remaining Hunters would be given their
destination papers and be leaving the Academy. By the time Morgan
got everything where he wanted it, he would be packing it all up
again, and headed back to the Mystic’s Tower.

The two overstuffed wingback chairs were still where
they always were, right in front of the blue flame. The shelves
were stocked and the books were neatly aligned, even the little
curiosities, which once littered the workspace, now appeared to be
in order. It was a far cry from the first time she ventured into
his tower, nearly two years ago.

“There you are, Miss Veller,” Morgan said, entering
the room behind her, his familiar yellow robes flowing about
him.

“Yes, sir,” Kile replied, turning around.

Morgan looked at her, studied her for a while. It
was always difficult to tell what the old man was thinking. She
waited to be lectured on the misuse of her Edge or something she
might have done during the incident in the field, but instead,
Morgan laughed.

“Fine work… fine work,” he said, shaking his head.
“Please, sit down, tell me about the exam.”

“I’m not sure where to start, sir,” she said, taking
her usual seat by the fire.

“Start… start at the beginning. I want to know how
your Edge worked in the wild.” He said, handing her a cup a
tea.

She still had no fondness for the tea, but she
accepted it graciously and quickly set it aside when he sat
down.

“Well… I guess the first time I had to use it was
when I asked some birds to help us get our bearings… no wait… the
first time was when Kaza warned me about the transport spell.”

“Oh, weren’t you aware of the effects of that?” he
asked.

“No, sir, we were never told.”

“Oh, I must have told somebody… I wonder who that
must have been. Oh well, it doesn’t matter now anyway, please, how
did you ask these birds and how did they help you.”

Kile went on to explain every incident, she could
think of which may or may not have been the use of her Edge. She
even tried to tell him about the others and how effectively, they
used their Edges, like Murphy, who was able to enter a burning
building and Alex, who recreated an illusion of the map they lost,
but Morgan would rush her past these points. He knew all too well
the limitations of the boy’s skills. These were quite common in his
world, quite mundane. It was her skills he was interested in. He
would listen carefully to everything she said, and even to things
she didn’t say, often forcing her to repeat a part of the story
once or twice, just to make sure he understood.

He wanted to know how it felt when she used her Edge
and how it made her feel. What she was thinking. What the animals
were thinking. Anything that had anything to do with her Edge was
fair game.

When she went through the story, at least twice, he
finally paused for lunch. He filled two bowls with soup, which was
somehow cooking on the cold fire. She made a mental note to
remember which bowl was hers, in case he wanted to try that little
experiment again.

The one part of the story, which interested him the
most, was the battle in the field and the small army of squirrels
who came to her aid. He was convinced she used the Maligar, either
willingly or unwillingly. When she assured him she did not, he was
a little disappointed at first, but as he listened to the story the
realization of what actually happened, eclipsed even that.

“So, you are absolutely sure you don’t remember
using the Maligar?” he asked again, and again she answered the same
way.

“I’m positive I didn’t use it,” she replied.

“Not even by accident, like when you used in on your
horse… Grime.”

“His name is Grim, and no, it wasn’t even like that.
When I was with Grim I was angry with him, I wanted him to listen
to me. Out in the wild I wasn’t even thinking of Tik or the
squirrels. All I knew, was I needed to do something to help Vesper,
to help my friends.”

“Incredible… are you absolutely…”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you understand the significance of this?” He
asked, getting up from his chair. He started to pace the floor.

She hadn’t thought of any significance in any
situation, other then the squirrels came to help. Although, Daniel
did tell her, it wasn’t normal to see squirrels working in unison,
but she really didn’t think of it that way.

“The squirrel recognized you, and protected you, as
if you were one of them,” Morgan said and then he stopped and
thought about it. Slowly, the old mystic shook his head. “No. Not,
one of them. Squirrels don’t even go out of their way to help one
another. This was something entirely different. They looked at you
as if you were their queen.”

Queen of the squirrels, she hoped that the title
didn’t get around.

“Don’t you see? We know Bees will go out of their
way to protect the queen bee, it’s a hive mentality. Squirrels are
more solitary creatures, but for them to go out of their way to
protect you, they developed a kind of hive mentality with you as
their queen.”

“I think they were just doing me a favor.” She
replied. She was a little uncomfortable with where Morgan was
taking this.

“Why? For what reason? What did they get out of it?”
the mystic asked, still pacing the floor. Kile had to agree, they
were pretty good questions. “Have you seen any such loyalty in
other animal?” Morgan suddenly asked her.

“No… I can’t say that I…”

Another incident of unusual loyalty did occurred,
one she failed to mention to Morgan. She didn’t really think of at
the time, passing it off as a minor event, but if the old mystic
was placing such importance on it, then maybe it deserves a second
thought.

“What… what? You have, haven’t you?” Morgan asked,
getting more excited.

“It was what Javoon told me,” Kile started.

“Javoon? That was…,” he looked through his notes
until he found the right passage. “That was the guard dog at the
third orb challenge. He agreed to help you by convincing the other
dogs to ignore Carter. Well, that is unusual, but hardly the same
thing.”

“That’s just it. It was why he agreed to help. Gorum
told him to.”

“Gorum?” the mystic searched through his notes
again. “I don’t have him listed here. Who was he again?”

“Gorum is one of Sir Oblum’s dogs,” she
explained.

“Sir Oblum’s dogs, what do they have to do with
anything, they weren’t involved with the test.”

“That’s just it. When the guards arrived at the
Academy to receive their orders from Sir Oblum, Gorum told the
guard dogs to help me if they could. I never asked him to do it. I
didn’t even know there were going to be dogs out there, or that
they were going to wait at the Academy.”

“Now that is interesting,” Morgan replied, and he
scribbled some more things down in his book.

Great, now she was queen of the dogs, what did that
make her? It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been called that before.

“It would appear, the connections you make with
these animals are stronger than I first thought, and a lot more
complex. Originally, I was under the impression it was just a
simple form of communication, but it seems to go far beyond that.
It would appear you’ve made lasting bonds, friendships if you will,
with these animals, not just on an owner to pet level, but on an
even level, a one to one level, a friendship between the mortal
world and the natural world. It really is incredible.”

 


Kile left Morgan to figure out whatever it was he
felt he needed to figure out. There was an old saying her bother
told her, on more than one occasion, usually when something
actually worked out right, even though it shouldn’t have. You never
look a gift horse in the mouth. She was never sure what a gift
horse actually was, or why anyone would look it in the mouth, but
for some reason the sentiment seemed to fit this situation. She
didn’t really care why the squirrels helped her, or why Gorum
persuaded the dogs to lend her a hand, or a paw, only that they
did, and she was grateful for it.

Heading for the dorm, she walked past the stables.
She knew the boys would be practicing today, just like every other
day. It seemed like that was all they did anymore. She knew she
would have to get back into it as well, if she hoped to pass her
combat evaluation. The lessons with Luke were one thing, but she
wasn’t sure if the style he was teaching her was going to get her
past Master Boraro. She thought about stopping and joining the
boys, but there was somebody else she wanted to see first, somebody
she had been thinking of, for the past couple of days.

Kile opened the door to her room and was greeted by
Vesper, who was sitting up on her bed. She walked over to the
dresser where not one, but four small ebony boxes sat in a row.
Each one was intricately carved, although the patterns were
different. The one from the Mystic Tower was much more detailed
than the ones from the survival exercise. Opening the small box,
she removed the key from inside. She hadn’t seen the key since the
day Master Latherby handed it to her.

“Come on Vesper,” she said, grabbing the belt pouch
from the back of the chair. She thought about stopping at the
Quartermaster, to see if there were any more of those satchels they
used during the exam. It was a lot more comfortable and a lot more
convenient than the belt pouch. Vesper climbed in and from the way
he chattered, it was clear, he agreed.

Heading back across the compound, she stopped for a
moment, and watch, as the first years practiced with Master Boraro.
Even though they were only a year or two younger than she was, she
felt so much older. They were already using the steel sword, having
given up the wooden practice ones, months earlier. Most of the
cadets could already hold and wield the weapon better than she
could, and she wondered if there was any hope for her. When Master
Boraro glanced in her direction, she decided not to hang
around.

Entering the Great Hall through the front doors, she
stepped into the gallery. There weren’t too many people around, but
then there seldom was. The only time the gallery was ever crowded,
was when the third years showed the first years around. Hopefully,
she wouldn’t be asked to do that next year.

The first thing she noticed was Quaineess Nyn’s
display case had been replaced, but it did a disservice to the
Hunter, whose artifacts were now long gone. There was still no
reason why Eric would steal them.

She knew it was Eric, but she no longer voiced her
opinion out loud. It was not a favorable one. If he could remain in
the Academy after violating one of the oldest laws in the Hunter’s
Code, then there was little chance of him being prosecuted on her
say so, whether he did it or not, and she knew he did it.

She walked to the door under the stairs, inserted
the key and turned it, listening for the click as the tumblers fell
into place. Making sure nobody was looking, she opened the door a
crack and slipped it. At first there was only darkness when she
closed the door, but soon the room lit up.

The three women stared down at her from their places
upon the wall, but unlike the godlike beings in the main gallery,
they did not look upon her with disdain, but with respect, they did
not question why she was there, only why it had taken her so long
to come back. She admired all three of the female Hunters for what
they accomplished, but it was the one on the far wall, it was Risa
Ta’re she admired the most.

She had an ageless beauty, and Kile felt a sense of
peace when she looked upon the Alverian, sitting in the forest,
with a fawn by her side. She had not given much thought to the fawn
when she first saw the painting, she thought it no more than an
artist’s interpretation, but now she wondered. Could Risa Ta’re
communicate with the natural world? She didn’t know, but she wanted
it to be true.

-Who is she?-

Vesper asked. She lifted the yarrow and set him on
the shelf beside her.

“Her name was Risa Ta’re, and she was a Hunter,”
Kile replied.

 


Kile searched for her name on the noticed board. She
really wasn’t surprised when she found she was to report to the
list, in fact, she was to report to the list, every day, for the
next few weeks. There were exceptions. A few of her afternoons were
broken up by Master Pike. This was not going to be a fun summer,
she thought, stepping back from the board. The crowd was now
starting to gather. She always wondered why the third year cadets
hovered around the noticed board, and now she knew, it was the only
way they could find out where they were supposed to be, and
according to the board, she was supposed to be in the list…
again.

It was the same thing each day for the last two
weeks, combat training with either Master Boraro or Master West.
Master West seemed to be a little more lenient than the hard nosed
Boraro, but not by much. At least Master West didn’t go out of his
way to make her life miserable. If she knew back then, they would
be torturing her with those courses she was failing in her last
year, she might not have been so good at the courses she was
passing in her first year, or something like that.

She followed a few of the unfortunate cadets who,
like herself, were assigned to the list. Entering the field, she
turned to watch the first year cadets training under the watchful
eye of Master Finds. They were technically second year cadets now.
They just didn’t know it. They were using field number three, and
were working on their moves as the Weapon’s Master took them
through their stances. It was nice to see just how far she hadn’t
progressed. After two years of sword training, she was positive any
first year cadets beat her in a duel.

Walking over to the racks, she looked over the
swords and selected one. It wasn’t difficult. She didn’t like any
of them. It was simply a matter of choosing the one she disliked
the least.

Master Boraro entered the field just as Kile fumbled
the sword she selected. He made a comment under his breath, and she
didn’t have to hear him to know what he said. Normally he would
have bawled her out for a slip up, such as that, but lately, he was
keeping his temper under control. She was sure somebody spoke with
somebody, maybe advising him to cut her some slack. It’s not that
she was ungrateful, if such a thing happened, but it did smack of
favoritism.

She joined Alex and Jakk at the far end of the
field. They started the day, like every day before, going over
their stances, with Master West, calling out numbers. Every swing
had a number assigned to it, every step, every block, they were all
numbered. The idea was, if a cadet could string the numbers
together, they could create a combination of moves. Then, the only
thing they needed was to find an enemy who worked with the same
system, so they wouldn’t be out of sync. The whole practice was
pointless, but at least she wasn’t getting hammered on by Master
Boraro.

After an hour or two of playing, swing that number,
they moved into some light sparring, breaking up into groups of
three. Two would spar, one would watch and then they would rotate.
She was glad Jakk agreed to join Alex and her. Otherwise, they
would have been assigned another partner. Carter and Murphy were
too good to take basic combat training anymore. Most of their
courses were academic and what weapon’s training they did take, was
far more advanced than what she was forced to endure. Daniel fell
between the two sides. He didn’t excel in either the academic or
the physical side, so he was only required to train a few days out
of the week, which was usually the beginning of the week, when
Master Boraro introduced a new weapon. After having seen every
weapon she thought existed, he always managed to produce one more.
In some ways, she looked forward to it, but then Master Boraro
usually spoiled it by choosing a target to demonstrate his weapon’s
prowess on. It was only a matter of time before her turn came up,
and she feared for that day.

After a full day of training, it was supper in the
dining hall, her chores in the stable and then more sparring behind
the barn with the boys. This went on for two straight weeks and the
only changes she saw were in the calluses on her hands. She lowered
her sword too soon and Carter moved in for the kill.

“Come on Kile, you’re not even trying,” he said,
stepping back to his starting point.

“Sorry, I got a little distracted,” she said, wiping
away the sweat. “Let’s take a break.”

“A break? If you’re in a combat situation against an
enemy, are you going to ask him for a break?” Carter
complained.

“Of course, he might need one too,” she replied. She
sat down on one of the crates in the shade of the barn, the wood
felt cool against her back. It was just too hot to be swinging a
sword around. She would have to confine her fighting to the spring
and autumn months.

“Fine, Alex, you’re next,” Carter said, pointing his
sword at the cadet.

Alex was too eager to have his brains beaten out on
a hot day. Taking the sword from Kile, he faced off against Carter.
He didn’t stand a chance, but at least he was improving. After two
weeks of training all day and training all night, Kile would almost
say she was getting worse, and yet, she still had to prove she
could fight in order to pass her combat evaluation.

“Hey, Kile, since you're not fighting, could you
help me with this,” Murphy asked, showing her a parchment he was
working on. She looked it over and instantly found several
mistakes. There were certain privileges the best friend, to the son
of a Lord, wasn’t entitled to, and one of those was a decent
education.

“Of course,” she said, sitting down in the grass
with him and showing him where he went wrong.

Daniel came running to the stables. “Hey guys, there
on their way,” he shouted. His duties in the Halls of Healing were
taking more and more time away from their sparring sessions.

“Who’s on their way?” Carter asked.

“The new first years, they’re finally here,” Daniel
exclaimed.

It was definitely a boy’s thing as Carter and Alex
dropped their swords and quickly followed Daniel back to the field.
Even Murphy wasn’t immune to the excitement, and excused himself
from Kile to join them.

“I really don’t see what the big deal is,” she said,
getting to her feet. She couldn’t practice alone, and she already
read the book Murphy was studying, so she stacked the books on top
of one of the crates, set the swords back in their bin, and
reluctantly followed.

The carriages were pulling in when she took her
place on the fence next to Daniel. She watched the young cadet fall
out, onto the road. No girls among this group, she noted, and
wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved. As for the boys,
there were so many of them, but then, there were quite a few in her
class when she started. Now they were down to a mere twenty eight.
How many of these cadets, with their dreams and their hopes, would
be standing where she is right now, in two years time? In many
ways, it was sad. She looked at their faces as they stared in awe
at their new surroundings and slowly made their way up to the main
field. It wasn’t long before the insults and the comments began to
fly and she couldn’t take it anymore. Let them have their little
customs, and their irrational traditions, she thought, jumping off
the fence. She just wouldn’t be a part of it. The rest of the boys
headed to the field to continue badgering the first years, she
headed back to the stables.

The coolness of the stables was a welcome relief
from the heat of the summer, and the company was better as she
greeted the horses one by one.

“You’re not down on the field with the others?” Luke
asked, appearing from the shadows beside her.

“I don’t see the point,” she replied without looking
up. She was getting used to him fading in and fading out, it no
longer fazed her.

“The point is, tradition.”

“Been there, done that,” she said with a wave of her
hand. “I’ve seen the orientation when I was on the receiving end,
why would I want to listen to it again and again… and again?”

“Some people see it and understand it the first time
they hear it, others don’t really understand until they’ve been
here long enough.”

“So, what you’re saying is, there is some cryptic
message in Sir Oblum’s speech.”

“It’s not what he says, but what he means,” Luke
replied.

“What he says is boring and what he means is to bore
us.”

“Is that really what you think?”

“No… I understand what he’s trying to say, but… it's
not real. None of it is. I’ve been here for two years and his ideas
of what a Hunter is supposed to be… I just don’t see it. Most of
the staff seems petty, jealous, vindictive, and those who have any
real traits of being a Hunter are just…”

“Just what?”

“I don’t know, I want to say, meek, but I don’t
think that’s the word I want to use. I mean, look at Master Adams.
He’s intelligent, he’s eloquent, I don’t know how good he is in
combat, but in all other ways he appears to be everything a Hunter
is supposed to be.”

“And yet?”

“And yet, if he sees something wrong, he looks the
other way. Don’t get me wrong, I like the man, I really do, and
he’s helped me out quite a bit since I’ve been here, but there are
things that are just, wrong, and to look the other way doesn’t make
them look any better.”

“Master Adams was never really a field Hunter,” Luke
replied. “He preformed his missions adequately, but never really
advanced above a class D assignment level.”

“Class D, that’s mostly deliveries, and the
occasional escorting of low priority figures.”

“Very good,” Luke laughed.

“But if that’s true, how is it he’s a Certified
Level One Hunter?” she asked.

“Masters Adams’s skills were better suited to the
Guild administration,” Luke replied. “He was advanced for his work
there, so you see, he may not be as… confrontational as other Level
One Hunters.”

“Like Master Boraro,” she concluded.

“Yes, like Master Boraro.”

“But I don’t see Master Boraro as… well… what a
Hunter should be. He seems too proud, too... full of himself. He
doesn’t see people as people, he sees them as occupations as
positions. To him, the higher up you are on the social ladder the
more important you are.”

“And you don’t think that's right?” Luke asked.

“No.” She replied. “In many ways, he’s kind of like
my father. They would get along great… then again, maybe not. My
father’s a farmer, and Master Boraro has a tendency to look down on
farmers, but they do think alike. My father wanted to marry me off
to a troll of a boy in the hopes of getting bottom land. That’s
where I would be right now, if I hadn’t gotten into the Academy. I
would be married to Pordist Tallon, I’d be Kile Tallon,” she said
with a grimace, and Luke laughed.

“But you did pass the entry examination and you did
get into the Academy, you made it this far.”

“I guess. I just don’t know if I can go the rest of
the way, and then what? What if I don’t pass? What if I don’t
graduate? I can’t go back home, I can’t go back to Riverport. I’m
not welcome there anymore.”

“I’m sure you’ll always be welcome back home,” Luke
assured her.

“You don’t know my father, he was not pleased with
me wanted to become a Hunter, told me so on numerous occasion. He
nearly had me convinced I was just too incompetent to do anything
right. That I was useless, and now I’m here. I’ve been away for too
long, I know it wasn’t me, I’m sure of it now.”

“What, wasn’t you?” Luke asked.

“What… nothing, nothing,” She said, shaking her
head. “The point is, I still have to get through my third year here
and I know Master Boraro will do everything and anything he can to
prevent me from passing.”

“What make you think that?” Luke asked.

“Simple. He told me so.”

“When?”

“Oh… just every chance he gets. ‘I won’t rest until
you’re out of here.’, ‘why don’t you save yourself the trouble and
go home now.’, ‘I’ll see you gone if it’s the last thing I do,”
Kile mimicked in her best Boraro voice.

“He said all that?”

“Oh, yeah, that and more, but, I guess it doesn’t
matter. I should probably go back to my room, it’s getting late”
Kile said getting to her feet. “Look, about what I said… you know
about the staff and all… you’re not going to… to tell anyone, are
you, I mean…”

Luke smiled.

“There isn’t anyone here, but us, and the horse, and
I don’t plan on telling anyone.”

“You don’t know how unreassuring that is,” Kile
replied. “You, I trust. It’s the horses I’m not too sure about.
Just keep an eye on Grim. He’s liable to tell anyone.” She said,
heading out the door.
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“Kile, one moment please,” Master Adams called out
as Kile was walking out of the dining hall.

She was on her way to the training field with the
rest of the boys. On the first day of each week it was required
that everyone show up to the list, even those who are so gifted in
combat like Carter, who, otherwise, wouldn’t have to bother. On
this day, Master Boraro introduced a new weapon to torment the
cadets with. The reasoning was simple, if unrealistic. The Guild
believed every cadet should be skilled in every weapon possible so
as a Hunter, they would not find themselves lacking in time of
need. The Academy was a little more practical. By introducing so
many different weapons, during training, each cadet should be able
to find, at least, one, they could handle with enough skill to pass
their combat evaluation. The problem was, for Kile, it would be
just another weapon, on a long list of weapons, she wouldn’t be any
good with, so, when Master Adams called out to her, she was
grateful for the delay.

“What is it, sir?” she asked.

As Adams approached, he looked at the boys first,
before looking at her. She could tell she wasn’t going to like what
he wanted to say.

“Sir Oblum wishes to see you in his office.”

The words were rather solemn, and just hung in the
air like a signpost pointing to the eastern gate. The first thing
she thought of was the incident during the survival exercise.
Master Adams did say, other might be forced to pay for their
actions, but that was almost three months ago. Did it take the
Council that long to figure out what happened?

“What’s wrong, sir, what's this about?” Daniel
asked.

“Sir Oblum wishes to see Kile in his office, that’s…
all I know.” Master Adams replied.

He was lying, she knew he was lying. There was
something he wasn’t saying, something more, which he knew, and he
wasn’t telling her, at least not in front of the boys.

“Okay, sir, I’ll… head right over.”

“Wait a moment,” Carter said, grabbing her wrist
before she could turn. He looked at Master Adams. “Is she in
trouble, if she is, then maybe we should all go.”

“No,” Master Adams replied. “Just her.”

“It’s alright,” she said, pulling Carter’s hand off
her arm. “I’ll see you guys on the list. I shouldn’t be too long,
you go on without me.” She told them. They reluctantly obeyed.

 


It was an ominous building, or, that’s the way she
saw it. Tall, dark, forbidding, a place cadets go into, but don’t
come out of. She only saw the inside of it once, but it was from a
yarrow’s point of view, she assumed it would look a bit different
from her vantage point.

She headed up the short flight of stairs, and passed
under the archway of the open doors. The foyer was as dark and as
gloomy as the exterior of the build promised. Stairs, off to the
right, led to the second floor, where Oblum’s quarters would be,
the door off to the left, led to his office.

Removing her hat, she clutched it in both hands and
hesitated before finally knocking on the door, which was already
ajar. The Hunter, who opened it, was not Oblum, but Erin Silvia.
She smiled, but it was a forced smile, a sad smile. She pulled the
door open and stepped aside. Kile knew she was in trouble when Sir
Oblum rose from his chair.

“Cadet Veller,” He said, directing her to a chair
opposite his desk. “Please, be seated.”

She didn’t really feel like sitting down, but knew
he wouldn’t start until she did. The chair was low and hard, and
she felt as though she had to look up to see the underside of his
desk. Was this some psychological thing, she wondered, a way to
make him look more in command?

“Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble,” Erin said,
taking a seat on the corner of the headmaster’s desk.

The office door opened again and Kile dared to steal
a glance as Master Adams approached. He didn’t look at her. He
looked first at Oblum, then at Erin. Something passed between them
and Kile wished they were horses. At least she could understand
horses.

“We have just received news that… your father passed
away late last week.” Sir Oblum said, gripping his hands together
and placing them on the desk. “I am sorry.”

She sat there in silence, unsure of how to take the
news. She knew how she was supposed to feel, she was supposed to
feel sad, she was supposed to cry for her father. That was why Erin
was there. Sir Oblum may have been able to console a sad young boy
who had just lost his father, but he knew he was out of his league
with a sad young girl, and the fact she wasn’t crying, confused him
even more.

“May I ask, how he died, sir?”

“Well.” He said looking at Erin, wondering what he
was supposed to do next. This clearly didn’t turn out the way he
pictured it. “It would appear that he took ill some time during the
winter and never really recovered.”

“I see, sir,” she replied.

He was always a strong man, a stubborn man. For as
long as she could recall, she never saw her father sick or if he
was, he would never let it stop him, and now he was gone, and she
wasn’t sad. He was never like a father, not like Daniel’s father,
or Alex’s father, or even Murphy’s father who gave up everything to
give his son a better life. Her father was a stranger, a man who
lived in the same house she grew up in, a man who worked the fields
from sun up to sun down, a man who never missed an opportunity to
remind her of how useless she was, how much of a disappointment she
was.

“If that is all, sir, I better get back to class.”
She said, rising from her chair.

“The Guild has authorized a leave of absence, so you
can return to Riverport, for your father’s funeral.”

“That won’t be necessary, sir,” she replied.

“You’ll still be able to return,” Master Adams
explains. “It’s only a temporary leave you understand. We would
expect you to come back and finish your training to become a
Hunter, when you’re ready.”

“I’m not really needed there, Sir.”

“Kile, it’s not a sign of weakness to grieve for a
loved one,” Erin added.

If that were only the case, she thought. She turned
to Oblum.

“Am I being ordered to go, Sir?” she asked.

“No, no one is ordering you to go.”

“Then I should get back to class, Master Boraro is
not one for tardiness, especially mine… sir.”

“Kile…” Erin was about to say something more, but
Oblum stop her.

“You’re dismissed, cadet,” He said.

“Thank you, sir,” She replied, getting up from her
seat.

She knew what they wanted to see, what they expected
to see. A young girl bawling her eyes out over the loss of her
father, but she just didn’t feel anything. They could have told her
some peddler, she never met, just keeled over down the street, and
although she would have felt bad for the person, she wouldn’t have
had any stronger feelings. She felt more for the loss of Tree, a
boy she only knew for a week, than for the loss of her own father,
and that was the one thing which did bother her. If anything, she
was mad at him, mad at him for denying her the opportunity to prove
to him she wasn’t as useless as he always led her to believe.

Stepping outside, she was surprised how hot it was,
or was it just Oblum’s office was so cold. It was difficult to
tell, since she was sweating in both environments. Heading towards
the list, where the cadets were now gathering, she saw Alex tug on
Daniel’s sleeve. He pointed in her direction. When Daniel turned
around, she knew, by the look on his face, Master Adams told him
why she was summoned. She even knew the course the next
conversation was about to take.

Stepping away from the others, Daniel approached
her. What did they do, Draw straws to see who was going to console
her? As endearing as the sentiment was, it actually annoyed her. To
think, she went through so much with these boys and they still
expected her to act like a little girl the minute she received bad
news.

“You okay?” Daniel asked.

“I’m fine. How are you?”

“You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t,” she replied.

“We know about your father, Master Adams’s told
us.”

“And?”

“Kile, you don’t have to act brave around us. It’s
okay…”

“I’m not acting brave around anyone. I just don’t
see what the big deal is,” She said, pushing past him.

“Kile, he was your father.”

“Believe it or not, I am well aware of who the man
was,” She replied. “I’ve known him for nearly sixteen years.”

“Well, what did Oblum say?” Daniel asked.

“Oh, they want to give me a leave of absence to
attend his funeral.”

“So, when are you leaving?”

“I’m not.”

“Kile?”

“Drop it Daniel, you don’t understand, and I don’t
care to explain it.”

“Fine, but if you do...”

“Don’t worry, I won’t,” She said.

It was the first time she was grateful to see Master
Boraro, because it meant the conversation with Daniel, for better
or for worse, was now at an end. He didn’t understand, he couldn’t’
understand. His father actually wanted him around. His father
actually wanted him to succeed. His father brought him to the
Mystic Tower so he could take the entry examination. His father
didn’t try to sell him off for bottom land or better water rights.
How could he understand?

Master Boraro stood before the cadets and waited for
them to quiet down.

“Today we are going to start studying the complexity
of the pole arm. This is not to be confused with the quarterstaff,
which is a peasant’s weapon. The pole arm is much more versatile,”
He said, holding up an eight foot long staff. There were weights on
both ends. On one end was a bent looking hammer while the other had
a simple ball for counter balance. “Although, there are many
different types of pole arms, the techniques for using them are the
same, varied only by the head of the pole.”

He went through the maneuvers. A few thrusting
action and a few swings and Kile couldn’t tell the difference
between the use of a pole arm and the use of a quarterstaff. To
her, they appeared to be the same thing, although, she had to
admit, the added weight on the ends would make it more difficult to
use. In fact, she was beginning to see a pattern in most of Master
Boraro’s techniques. They only varied, based on the length of the
weapon.

“For the next couple of weeks we will be working
with a variety of different pole arms. Maybe, some of you, who are
incapable of handling the intricacies of the sword, will find these
weapons simpler to your limited skills.” He said, tossing the
weapon to Master West.

She had a feeling the last statement was made for
her benefit, since Master Boraro looked directly at her when he
made it. He was not blind to the fact her swordsmanship was sorely
lacking.

“Pick up your weapons and break off into pairs for
evaluation,” Master West called out.

She wasn’t looking forward to this as she grabbed
one of the weapons from the barrel. She was right about one thing,
the added weight, on the ends of the staff, did make it awkward to
handle. Heading towards her practice spot, one far enough away from
the Weapons Master as not to attract too much attention, she found
Daniel waiting for her.

She took the basic defensive stance, gripping the
pole arm with both hands.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Daniel asked
her.

“No, I’m pretty sure I know how to do this,” she
replied.

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

This was not the time or the place for such a
discussion. She swung at Daniel. It was half hearted and ill
prepared, but she wanted him to focus on the matter at hand and
leave her private life alone. He turned it aside with ease and went
for a weak counter attack. He was pulling his punches, she
realized, which only annoyed her more. She deflected the blow and
came around with a strike of her own, unfortunately, she misjudged
the length of the staff and how much those weighted ends threw off
her balance. She ended up dragging the tip of the pole through the
dirt, which resulted in the sudden loss of her weapon. Daniel was
already moving to counter the strike, which never came. His blow
caught her on the back of the leg, knocking her flat on the
ground.

“Kile, I’m sorry,” Daniel said, dropping his weapon.
He ran to her. “Are you alright? I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“I’m fine,” she said, slapping his hand aside. The
last thing she needed, at this moment, was to be reminded of how
bad she was.

What made matters worse, wasn’t the fact Daniel
wasn’t even trying to win, and she was, but Master Boraro picked
that moment to be standing right behind her.

“Pathetic,” he sneered.

“I’m not pathetic,” she shot back. She grabbed the
pole and got to her feet.

“You can’t even handle one of the simplest weapons
in the armory. What would you call it, other than pathetic? You’re
useless, you’re a disgrace to the Academy, and your father would be
ashamed of you.”

Whether he made that statement because he knew about
her father or not, didn’t matter.

“I… am… not… useless,” she said in a calm voice that
even surprised her.

“Then prove it,” Master Boraro replied, grabbing a
weapon from one of the cadets standing nearby.

When was she going to learn to keep her mouth shut?
She silently scolded herself and tightened her grip on her weapon.
This should be quick and quite painful, she thought, and wondered
how long her stay in the halls was going to be this time.

He stood across from her, in a weak defensive
posture, a cocky grin on his face. There was no way he was loosing
this match. They both knew it. The only outcome she could hope for
was one where she would be able to walk away from the list.

She threw herself into her attack, going low. Of
course, he was twice her height and three times her weight, so most
of her attacks were going to be low. He easily deflected it, but
never followed up. She recovered, and attacked again and again he
knocked her aside with ease. On her third try he blocked her attack
and drove the weighted ball, of his pole, into her stomach. She
fell to her knees, gasping for air.

“Useless,” he muttered, again.

Getting back to her feet, she gripped her weapon and
went at him again, but the ground was uncommonly slick and her
attack was weak at best. Boraro casually knocked her aside as if
she was a child with a stick. By now, she was making a fool of
herself, if she could gauge by the laughter of the crowd which
gathered to watch the beating. Getting to her feet, she tried
again, and this time he counted by swinging the hammer side of the
pole around in a wide arc. She tried to block it by digging the end
of her pole into the mud for better leverage, but the force of his
blow was greater than the strength of the weapon. Her pole snapped.
The hammer caught her in the side, knocking her sliding across the
ground.

By now the intense pain in her ribs was hindering
her breathing and she was gasping for air, but Boraro wasn’t
finished. He stepped into the attack, spinning the pole and
bringing it down. She barely managed to roll to one side, and felt
the hammer hit the ground. She knew he meant to hurt her, if not
kill her.

“I think this is over,” Master West called out.

“Not by a long shot,” Boraro yelled. He spun the
pole around again with such speed and precision, she had no chance
of avoiding it. She could only roll with the blow, catching most of
it on her lower back.

“Master Boraro, I think that is enough,” Master West
yelled. It was the first time she ever heard him raise his voice,
aside from the day she shot him in the ass with a crossbow
bolt.

Boraro was no longer listening to Master West, and
Kile was sure he had no intention of stopping. Grabbing what was
left of her weapon, she braced herself for his next attack. He
moved the pole with such ease and grace it was impossible for her
to tell in which direction he was coming from. He spun around and
the pole went down, then around and came up over his head. This was
a killing blow, she realized, and held the broken shaft, of her
pole, up to block it, but the weapon shattered under the impact.
She was able to divert most of the energy, but the hammer struck
her hard on the side of the head, and the world began to spin out
of control.

Her father stood over her with that look of
disappointment on his face. “You are a stupid, useless child,” he
told her.

“I… am… not… useless,” she shouted. Still holding
the shattered remains of the pole in her hands, she staggered to
her feet.

“Kile, stay down,” someone yelled from behind
her.

It was probably Daniel, but she didn’t dare turn to
see. She now held a piece of the broken pole in each hand. Each
piece was nearly three feet in length and felt surprisingly
comfortable, like the Lann.

“You just don’t know when to give up,” Boraro
laughed.

His pole was moving again, but nowhere near as fast
as it should be. Everything suddenly slowed down and seemed so much
clearer to her. They were the only two in the list now, and she
could feel him, smell him. She could hear his heart beating, feel
his breath, smell his sweat. His movements were predictable. Why it
took a blow to the head to point this out to her, she wasn’t sure
He came in hard and fast, and she easily spun into the attack,
through his circle of defense, rolling along his outstretched pole
and bringing both pieces of her weapon around to make contact with
his side. It may have been a weak shot for two sticks, but had they
been the Lann, it would have been killing blow. She followed
through with her roll, ending up behind him, scoring yet another,
non-fatal hit.

“You little…”

He swung again, but she knew it was coming. Ducking
under his wild attack, she broke through his circle of defense
again and caught him on the backswing. Using the knee of his
planted foot, as her personal spring board, she launched herself up
with a spin and brought one of the wooden sticks down across the
bridge of his nose. There was a sickening, yet satisfying crack.
She hit the ground beside him and kicked the back of his knee, his
leg buckled and he fell, like cut tree. She was on top of him
before she even knew it, the splintered edge of her weapons poised
against his throat.

“KILE!”

The name, her name, snapped her back to reality. She
stopped and turned, looking at the awestruck faces of the cadets
standing in a large circle around them. She looked down at Master
Boraro, and the hatred she had always seen in his eyes, towards
her, was now tinged with fear.

What just happened?

“Kile… Let him up,” Erin said in an unnaturally calm
voice.

It took her a few moments to understand what Erin
was asking her to do. She stepped back from Boraro and dropped the
broken weapon. Master West moved past Erin, keeping a watchful eye
on Kile, he helped the Weapon’s Master to his feet.

“Perhaps you should wait in your room,” Erin told
her.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Her first instinct was to run, to run as fast as she
could back to her room and lock the door behind her and forget this
day ever happened, but she didn’t. Turning slowly, the sea of
cadets parted before her and she walked across the now silent
courtyard to the dorms.

 


“Classes are canceled until further notice,” Erin
told the cadets, who appeared to be in shock. “Please make yourself
available for questioning.”

She left them standing in the list, and retreated to
the headmaster’s office where Master Boraro was being treated by
one of the healers, although not very willingly. His face looked a
mess, but it was mostly due to the broken noise, the rest he
couldn’t very well blame on Kile.

“She’s out of here, that little bitch is out of
here,” Boraro shouted, pushing the healer away.

“And why is that?” Folkstaff asked, “Because, she
set you on your ass?” He laughed.

“She struck a staff member, that is grounds for
dismissal, and I want her out of here,” Boraro yelled.

“Yes, it wouldn’t do for people to know that the
Weapon’s Master, of the Hunter’s Academy, was bested… by a little
girl.”

“Robert, please… this is serious,” Oblum remarked.
“Why don’t you question some of the cadets and see if you can’t get
a clearer picture of what actually happened.”

“As you wish,” Folkstaff replied.

“It doesn’t matter, she’s out, she’s gone.” Boraro
said, pushing the healer away for the third time. By now, the
healer had given up and was packing his supplies. “That's what you
get for letting people like… like her into the Academy. Orseen
blooded, ill disciplined peasant child. She struck a staff
member.”

“That’s… not exactly true,” Master West spoke
up.

“Explain, Carl,” Oblum commanded.

“Master Boraro exceeded the limit of the training,
and the skill of the student. He initiated the duel and connected
with the first significant blow.”

“So, you struck her first,” Oblum replied, turning
to the Weapon’s Master.

“I was defending myself.” Boraro claimed.

“No, sir, from what little I saw… it went beyond
that,” West added.

The conversation stopped when the door opened and
Master Adams entered. The first thing he looked at was Boraro, who
had a towel over his nose trying to stem the flow of blood.

“Folkstaff told me what happened,” Adams said, but
it was clear he couldn’t quite believe it, until now.

“We are attempting to ascertain who the responsible
party was,” Oblum stated.

“Well, sir, if what I heard is accurate, the injury
occurred during training.”

“That is correct.”

“Well, according to the Hunter’s Code, there is no
fault… on either side.”

“How so?” Oblum asked, taking his seat. If there was
a way out of this, without involving the Council, he was willing to
entertain it.

“During a training exercise, such as sparring, there
is an understood risk of injury. Therefore, neither party is held
responsible for injury inflicted upon the other,” Adams
explained.

“There you go,” Oblum said, throwing up his hands.
“No need to drag this out any further.”

“Well, sir,” Adams continued. “There is a
stipulation, injuries upon a student at the hands of an instructor,
could result in disciplinary action.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Boraro snapped.

“You could lose your job,” Erin replied.

“I don’t think that actually applies here,” Oblum
said, looking between the two of them. “I think it would be best if
we just… let the matter go.”

“Are you serious?” Boraro shouted. “Let it go. Look
at me, that little peasant bitch broke my nose and you want to let
it go. There was no way she could have defeated me that easily
unless…”

“Unless what?” Oblum asked.

“Unless she used her Edge, that's it, she used her
Edge against me somehow, that has to be it.”

“If that is true,” Master Adams replied. “Then that
is a case for dismissal, and possible prosecution under the Guild
Laws. No Hunter may use their Edge against another Hunter, for any
reason.”

“Is it true Carl, did she use her Edge?” Oblum asked
Master West, who now looked as confused as everyone else.

“Um… I… I just don’t know sir. I didn’t see the
whole thing.” He replied.

“So you’re saying she could have?”

“I suppose… well… yes, I guess it’s possible.”

“There, you see,” Boraro said, pointing to West.
“She used her Edge, that’s why she bested me.”

“That’s not exactly what he said,” Erin added.

“I will send for Morgan,” Master Adams replied,
leaving the office.

“What can you tell us about the fight? What exactly
did she do, to make you think she used her Edge against you?” Oblum
asked.

“Well,” Boraro started, looking at Oblum. “I felt
dizzy, and there was this one moment I couldn’t see.”

“Was that before or after she broke your nose?” Erin
asked.

“You’re not helping,” Oblum replied.

“Oh, come on, let’s at least have a note of realism
here. He got careless, picked on the wrong student, she kicked his
ass and now he’s crying foul. If it had been any other student, but
Kile, this wouldn’t have gotten this far.”

“Her movements,” Boraro exclaimed.

“What about her movements?” Oblum asked.

“They were fast, too fast to be normal, that’s her
Edge.”

“Oh come one, just because you’re old and slow
doesn’t mean the cadets should be,” Erin said with a dismissive
wave of her hand. She turned to Oblum. “We don’t know anything
about her Edge. Can she even use it offensively?”

“I believe, that question should be directed to me,”
Morgan replied from his overstuffed wingback chair, which suddenly
appeared in the corner of the headmaster’s room.

“Where the hell did you come from?” Oblum demanded.
He was unaccustomed to people appearing in his office without using
the front door.

“A cadet informed me of an emergency meeting, which
I was to attend. I must admit, I was unaware of such a meeting and
thought I should pop over to check on it myself.” Morgan replied,
setting his cup of tea on the side table “I do hope this is not
going to take long, I still have so much work to do.”

“We want to know what cadet Veller’s Edge is,”
Boraro demanded.

Morgan brought his fingers together, pressing them
against his bottom lip.

“No.” He replied.

“No, what do you mean no?”

“No. I cannot divulge a Hunter’s Edge is. It is
clearly stated in your own code. The Edge is known only by the
Hunter and the mystic who instructs them.”

“She’s not a Hunter,” Boraro shouted.

“So, am I to believe, you have come to the decision
to expel her from the Academy?”

“No, no one is being expelled,” Oblum replied.

“Then I am afraid, I cannot help you.”

“Perhaps you can answer a few questions about her
Edge, without telling us,” Erin suggested.

Morgan thought about it for a moment, and then
nodded. “That, I could do,” he said.

“Can her Edge be used offensively?” Erin asked.

The old mystic laughed. “I suppose, although not
very subtlety” He replied. “For this particular situation, since
you feel the need to ask… I would have to say no.”

“This is ridiculous,” Boraro replied.

“Not that ridiculous,” Adams said, stepping into the
room. “I was talking with Folkstaff outside, and, according to the
cadets, there appears to be a mixed opinion about what happened.
Some are saying she used her Edge, some are saying she didn’t, and
most admit they don’t know one way or the other.”

“Cadet Veller’s Edge is more… shall we say… for
information gathering, not combat.” Morgan replied, taking a sip of
his tea. “Although I would have to say, under certain
circumstances, she could use it for offense, but it would not go
unnoticed.”

“So, it wouldn’t be in… say, the sphere of water,”
Adams suggested.

“Water, absolutely not,” Morgan replied, shaking his
head.

“Why water?” Oblum asked, shifting his attention to
Boraro.

“Folkstaff did a reading. It indicated arts, dealing
with the influence of water, were used recently within the list.
Although, with all the cadets and activity in the area, he can not
pin point the exact time, or location,” Adams explain.

“Then it doesn’t really help,” Erin added.

“On the contrary,” Adams continued. “We do have
physical conformation. As you know, it hasn’t rained in the last
eight or nine days, and with the temperatures as hot as they have
been, the ground is bone dry, except, one small area, where the
incident took place. It is covered in mud.”

“Interesting,” Morgan added, tapping his fingers
together.

“Why would that be significant?” Oblum asked the
mystic.

“Because, if I am not mistaken, Master Boraro, you
are influenced by the sphere of water, are you not?”

“How dare you,” Boraro shouted, jumping to his feet.
“You have no right to reveal my Edge to others.”

“Oh please,” The mystic said with a dismissive wave
of his hand. “I am not your mystic, so there is no pack between
us.”

“Besides, you are always bragging about your
campaign against the black water pirates,” Erin replied.

“Indeed,” Adams added. “If I recall the stories, you
walked out to the boat, under the water where you waited until
nightfall to climb aboard the ship.”

“Water breathing, water walking, it does not take a
mystic to identify a Hunter influenced by the sphere of water,”
Morgan concluded.

“Master Boraro… Garret, did you use your Edge to
affect the outcome of the battle?” Oblum asked.

“If he did, he didn’t do a very good job at it,”
Morgan added.

“Oh come on,” Boraro shouted, turning and looking at
each of them. Somewhere he lost control of the argument. “For what
reason would I have to do that?” he asked.

“To humiliate a cadet,” Erin added.

“Is there some way to tell if an Edge has been used
and how it was used?” Adams asked the mystic.

“The amount of mystic energy you Hunters use, appear
as little more than background energy. It is not very discernable
from what naturally occurs. Therefore, since I was not looking for
it, I would not see it.”

“But are there tests you can do, some type of spell
or something?” Adams asked.

“Spell? Spell? You make me sound like a side show
conjurer. It’s not as if I can… wave a magic wand over the spot and
have it reveal its secrets. The process is rather lengthy and drawn
out.”

“Then it is possible?” Erin asked.

“Yes, yes it is possible,” Morgan admitted.

There was a knock on the door. Adams turned, and
quickly stepped aside. Mathew Lathery entered, the man appeared to
be in very good spirits.

“I do hope I’m not interrupting anything.” He said,
looking at the Hunters who were gathered in the headmaster’s
office.

“Sir, we didn’t know you were at the Academy today,”
Oblum said, rising from his chair.

Latherby casually walked across the room, making
sure to inspect the small nick-knacks on Oblum’s shelves. “I was
just in the area and thought I’d see how the cadets were faring.”
He said, to no one in general.

“Well, sir, there seems to have been a slight
incident,” Erin said.

“But we have it under control sir,” Oblum added.
“There's no need to trouble yourself.”

“Trouble myself?” Latherby said, spinning around and
standing before the headmaster’s desk. “Nonsense, the welfare of
the Academy is paramount to the survival of the Guild. Perhaps I
can lend a hand in solving this little… incident did you say?”

“There was an altercation between a staff member and
a cadet.” Erin explained.

“Oh, you mean the fight, which just occurred.”

“You saw it, sir?” Erin asked with a note of
surprise. Nobody even mentioned the Guild Master was present, and
the fact he was there, and didn’t try to stop it, was even more
confusing.

“Oh yes, I saw the whole thing, it was incredible,”
Latherby laughed. He casually took the seat opposite Oblum’s desk.
“The way that cadet fought, she’s going to make an excellent
Hunter… oh, and you did pretty good too Master Boraro, but you
really need to work on your defense. You shouldn’t leave yourself
so exposed. It’s a good thing she went easy on you.”

“Master Boraro has requested, charges should be
brought against cadet Veller, for the use of her Edge during the
conflict,” Adams said.

“Really?” Latherby replied, although, he didn’t
appear to be as surprised as he sounded. Turning in his seat, he
focused his attention on the Weapon’s Master. “Is this true,
Garret?”

“Um… yes sir… it is true.”

“I see, well, so be it. We can not have Hunter’s
using their Edges against other Hunters… it goes against… some law
or something, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, sir, it's written in both the Guild Law, and
the Hunter’s Code,” Adams replied.

“Is it… well… I knew I read it somewhere.”

“The problem is. We don’t know if she actually used
her Edge,” Erin said. She always found it difficult to read the
Guild Master. It was hard to tell when he was playing, and when he
was being serious.

“Oh… I see,” Latherby replied, leaning back in his
chair. “I thought I witnessed the use of some type of mystic arts
during the altercation. I believe it was a water Edge, if I’m not
mistaken, although, the whole mystic arts thing always alluded me.
But, if that is the case, I’m sorry to say, she will have to be
expelled.”

“Kile is not influenced by water,” Erin replied.

“She’s not?” Latherby said, and again, he wasn’t
nearly as surprised as he sounded. “Then who is? I’m sure it was a
water Edge. I suppose I could be mistaken.”

“Actually, Master Boraro is influenced by water,”
Erin replied.

“Oh, it couldn’t be Garret,” Lathery said with a
laugh. “A Hunter who uses his Edge during battle… should at least
win.”

“My thought exactly,” Erin replied, which received a
cold stare from Boraro.

“Well then, that’s settled,” the Guild Master said,
getting up from the chair. “If water was the only Edge used and the
cadet is not influenced by water, then clearly the cadet is not to
blame for the incident.”

“That’s it?” Boraro yelled, pulling the towel away
from his face and pointing to his bloodied nose. “You’re going to
let her get away with this?”

The smile disappeared from Latherby’s face. “It
isn’t like you didn’t ask for it,” he said. “But you’re right. We
should do something to the cadet. Let’s see, how about this? As of
tomorrow, she will no longer receive combat training… from Master
Boraro. Instead of reporting to the list, she will report to the
stables.”

“Are you sure, sir?” Oblum asked. “She will need
some form of combat training in order to pass the exam.”

“Since the exam is based upon how well a cadet can
handle themselves in battle, and she was able to defeat the Weapons
Master in a… somewhat fair duel, then I fail to see how she has not
already passed. Clearly, if the student can defeat the teacher,
there is not much more she can learn from him. Besides, Master
Boraro, we have to keep you safe… don’t we?” Latherby said with a
grin. Reaching for the door, he stopped. “Oh, and one more thing,
only the cadet can bring charges against the instructor, if she
feels his actions were inappropriate.”

 


The knocking on the door didn’t help her head much.
The noise seemed to rattle inside her skull.

“I’m sleeping,” She yelled, and instantly regretted
yelling, since that didn’t help her head either. She pressed the
rag to her forehead, the bleeding slowed, but the buzzing still
remained.

The door opened and Erin Silvia looked in.

“You do know that ruse only works if you don’t
actually say it,” she said.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Kile replied, trying to get to her
feet, but she couldn’t seem to find the end of the bed, it kept
moving farther and farther away.

“Don’t move around so much,” Erin warned her.
“You’ve taken a pretty good blow to the head.”

“If this is a good one I’d hate to feel what a bad
one is.”

Erin examined the wound. Kile didn’t have to see it.
She could tell by the expression on the Hunter’s face, it wasn’t
good.

“She should be taken to the healer,” Master Adams
said from the hallway.

“She shouldn’t be walking around the compound
either, send someone to fetch Bealer.”

“I guess they finally got what they wanted,” Kile
said.

“Who did?” Erin asked.

“Master Boraro, Master West, Master Pike even Sir
Oblum, I suppose. None of them wanted me here. They were just
looking for a way to get rid of me… and I handed it to them.”

“Do you want to go home?” Erin asked.

“No, but it’s not like I have much of a choice,”
Kile replied.

“Well, we don’t expel people due to head injuries.
If we did, we wouldn’t have much of a staff left.”

Kile looked at Erin, although, at the moment, she
was seeing two of her.

“So, I’m not being expelled?” She asked.

How was that even possible? She just broke the nose
of an instructor, surely, that is cause for expulsion.

“For the moment… no, you’re not being expelled.”
Erin said, pulling up a chair and sitting down beside Kile’s bed.
“Although, there is evidence of an Edge being used during the
incident.”

Incident. That must be the Guild’s way of saying, a
fight to the death.

“I don’t… think I used my Edge,” Kile replied. She
ran through what little she could remember about the fight, or
incident. If she used her Edge, she wasn’t aware of it, and it
would have been in a way she could not have predicted.

“You’re not sure?” Erin asked.

“I think if I did, it would kind of be noticeable,”
Kile explained.

Like an entire army of squirrels descending on the
Academy, chasing Master Boraro down the road. The thought of it
made her smile, but, unfortunately, it didn’t happen.

“Morgan did suggest it might be the case,” Erin
replied.

“He told you my Edge?”

“Don’t worry, he didn’t tell us anything,” Erin
assured her.

“So?” Kile asked. “What happens now?”

“Well, that depends on you,” Adams replied. He
stepped into the room, holding a book tightly in his hands. “We
have reason to believe Master Boraro used his Edge during the…
incident. As you know, it is a violation for a Hunter to use his
Edge against another Hunter. If you’re willing to press
charges…”

“Charges? You want me to press charges against
Master Boraro?” Kile asked.

“What he did was wrong,” Adams replied.

“I don’t care, I’m not pressing charges.”

“Kile, Master Boraro exceeded his authority and used
his Edge against another Hunter. This has to be taken before the
Council.”

“Absolutely, not,” she replied. “I might not like
him, but he’s a Certified Level One Hunter. He’s a hero… not to me…
but isn’t there some code in that book of yours, which says, a
Hunter doesn’t rat on another Hunter?”

“Well… no, there isn’t,” Adams replied.

“Well, there should be. I mean… he went through the
entry examination and the Academy, right? He’s been a Hunter since
he was fourteen. He’s done a lot for the people of Aru. How could
you ask me to throw away the man’s life like that, over a stupid
mistake which was made in the heat of battle? It’s… it’s just…
wrong.”

“Yes, but… he wanted to do the same thing to
you.”

“Well… so, that doesn’t make it right. My mother
always said, two wrongs don’t make a left… or was it two lefts…
don’t make a wrong?”

“Where’s the healer?” Erin asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Kile said, waving it off, “Just
because he would, doesn’t mean I should.”

“I think I understand,” Master Adams replied with a
hint of a smile. She wasn’t sure if it meant he was disappointed or
pleased with her decision, but if she was to get Master Boraro
kicked out of the Guild, it would go a long way to ruining her
standing with other Guild members.

“I will inform Sir Oblum of your decision,” Adams
said.

“I’m sorry, sir.” She apologized. “I know you’re
just… two wrongs don’t make right, that's it.”

“The healers on his way,” Adams replied, “I’ll be in
Oblum’s office,” he told Erin, pulling the door closed behind
him.

“I’m babbling, aren’t I?” Kile asked.

“Just a bit,” Erin replied.

“This day is just getting better and better,” She
said, falling back on her pillow and instantly regretted it as her
head start throbbing again. “First my father, and now this, if bad
things happen in threes, I can’t image what fate has in store for
me tonight.”

“Well, if anything good came about your fight with
Master Boraro, you no longer have him as an instructor,” Erin told
her.

“How’s that?” She asked.

“Guild Master Latherby has arranged for you to have
another instructor for your training.”

“Who?”

“That, I don’t know, but you are to report to the
stables, instead of the list.”

The first person who came to mind was Luke, the
stablehand. Would Master Latherby allow Luke to train her in
combat? It seemed a little odd, even though he had been training
her for the last couple of months, but nobody else knew about
that.

“Kile, why don’t you want to go to your father’s
funeral?” Erin asked.

She turned to face the wall.

“Because, he wouldn’t come to mine,” She
replied.

“I don’t understand.”

“You saw how he was, the day I got lost. He was more
angry than concerned. Angry, because I ruined his day, angry,
because he had to take time out of his schedule, because of me.
Useless, that’s what I was, Useless, a waste of space, a
disappointment, but mostly just useless. Did you know I had two
brothers?”

“I was only aware of one,” Erin replied.

“Leon. He was always my father’s favorite, and then
there was Andrew. My father had great plans for Andrew. Leon, being
the oldest would take over the family farm, but Andrew would carry
the Veller name to glory, right to the top again, not that the
Veller name was ever at the top before, mind you, but my father
always thought so. Andrew Veller was going to be something, he was
going to be somebody and people would see him and say, there goes
one of the Vellers. I never knew my brother Andrew. He was only
four when he died. But that didn’t stop my father, and before long,
Ma had me.

“Oh, what a disappointment that was for him, and he
never let me forget it. My mother should never have had me. She was
not strong to begin with, you see. She almost didn’t survive. After
that the midwife told my mother she couldn’t risk carrying another
child, so that put a huge dent in my father's schemes on conquering
the world and spreading the Veller name from the mountains to the
sea.

“He eventually found a use for me, though, as a
bartering chip to gain land and water rights from our neighbors. He
would marry me off to the neighbor’s little troll of boy Pordist,
Pordist Tallon. I was only eight at the time, but my father had it
all planned out. It wasn’t as grand as his first attempt at
greatness, but it was still all planned out. When I turned fourteen
I would become Kile Tallon, and when I had my first child, my
father-in-law, Oric Tallon, would give my father the bottom land
which adjoined our family farm. Needless to say, my father wanted
me turning out kids as soon as possible, not because he wanted to
be a grandfather, but because he wanted that bottom land to expand
our farm, sorry… his farm.”

“But you became a Hunter,” Erin replied. “He must
have believed in you at some time, he did give you a chance, in the
end.”

“Says who?”

“You, or at least your essay. The one which you
wrote for the entry examination.”

“Well, that may not have been entirely true.” Kile
said still staring at the wall. “I kind of wrote that because, I
was afraid I wouldn’t be allowed to take the exam if the Guild knew
that I… ran away from home.

“The thing is, he got so used to calling me useless,
he didn’t think I had a chance of passing. If I was going to become
a Hunter, I would have to do it alone,” She said.

“But surely he must be proud of what you’ve
accomplished.”

“You think so?” Kile laughed. “Vesper, show Miss
Silvia the letter.”

Erin was puzzled by this last remark, but when a
yarrow popped out of the bottom draw of the dresser carrying a
crumbled up piece of paper in his mouth, she was more stunned than
puzzled. He came up to the foot of the bed, where she was sitting,
and dropped the paper beside her. Erin slowly picked it up,
watching the yarrow carefully. He didn’t shy away from her, but
instead, jumped up on the bed beside her and ran over to where Kile
was lying. Climbing up on the girl’s shoulder, he curled up around
her neck. Kile absently stroked the yarrow. Erin watched the two
for a while in complete amazement, she had never known anyone to
train a yarrow, or even bothered to try.

The door opened and an elder man looked in.

“Miss Sylvia, you requested my assistance,” Bealer
said, stepping into the room. He looked at Kile lying on the bed,
and then at the yarrow around her neck. “What is that discussing
little creature doing here. Please have it removed immediately, it
is unsanitary.”

“You’ll be leaving this room faster than Vesper,”
Kile remarked without turning around.

“Miss Veller, I must insist.”

“Please, Bealer,” Erin pleaded.

The elderly man looked at Erin, then at Kile, then
at the yarrow who was now staring back at him. Realizing he was
going to be outvoted, he gave in.

“Very well,” he sighed. “Let’s see what we can
do.”

“I’ll leave you to it then.” Erin replied, stepping
out into the hall.

She flattened out the paper the yarrow gave her and
read it. It was written in a stiff, hard hand, and the writing had
been smudged, but Erin could still make out two words quite
clearly, such as, “not welcome”, “Disowned” and “Useless.” She
crushed the paper in her hand.
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Kile didn’t attend classes for the next few days,
under Bealer’s orders. It was the only order she was willing to
follow, the other was to get rid of the yarrow, but Bealer didn’t
try to enforce that one. In fact, after a few follow up visits with
her, in her room, Bealer became rather attached to the yarrow, and
Vesper enjoyed the healer’s company, especially since the old man
started bringing him treats. Kile was sure Vesper could worm his
way into anyone’s good graces.

When she was finally able to leave her room, many of
the cadets were surprised to see her. Most thought she took the
walk of shame or was escorted out, even though nobody saw her
leave. They either stared at her, in awe, or avoided eye contact
altogether. She was known as the cadet who bested the Weapon’s
Master. By the time she reached the dining hall, she heard several
versions of the story. Most of the accounts were blown so far out
of proportion it became some kind of epic tale. They spoke about
the duel lasting several days, with neither side given in, where,
in reality, the whole thing was over in less than ten minutes. It
reminded her of the legends told about the Great Hunters in the
gallery. How many of those epic sagas only lasted ten minutes?

Another reason, the cadets were staring, might have
been the yarrow perched on her shoulder. Normally, Vesper would
have remained in her room, but Kile didn’t care what anyone
thought, anymore.

Loading her tray down with fruits and vegetables,
she took it to her table in the back of the dining hall. She ate
off one side of the tray and Vesper ate off the other.

Summer was coming to an end, and the leaves were
already starting to change. One more winter, one more spring and
Kile would be leaving the Academy for her probationary year in…
well, wherever the Guild was going to send her. Tree once told her,
she would call this place a lot of things, but eventually, it would
become home. There were so many things Tree got wrong.

“How's the head?” Daniel asked, setting his tray
down on the table and taking his seat beside her.

She was surprised to see him after the way they left
things almost a month ago. She was a little curt, or downright rude
to him, and he didn’t come to visit her, during her week of
confined recovery. She feared he was still angry with her.

“It’s still attached,” she replied. “Look Danny, I’m
sorry about…”

“Forget about it,” he said with his lopsided smile.
“It’s like I told you before, if you can’t yell at your friends,
who can you yell at?”

“Hey, Kile Girl, you’re back.” Alex shouted,
dropping his tray on the table.

She thought she was over the headaches, only to have
them return on two legs.

He sat down across from her in his usual seat. He
never asked her about her head or the bandage or the fight. To
Alex, the events of the last month might never have happened. Not
even Vesper, sitting on the dining table, aroused any curiosity in
the boy. He took a slice of apple, off his tray, and handed it to
the yarrow as if it was a daily routine. Vesper didn’t complain. He
took his new found treasure to the far side of the table, out of
Kile’s reach.

“You should eat your own fruit.” She told Alex.
“Vesper’s doesn’t need any more food, he’s fat enough.”

-Fat.-

The yarrow protested.

“Yes, you can hardly fit through the hole behind the
dresser these days.”

“I can’t get used to that,” Carter remarked, taking
his seat at the head of the table.

“How are you doing Kile?” Murphy asked. He took a
seat beside Alex.

“I’ve been better, thank you,” she replied.

“I bet you can’t wait to get back to training,”
Carter laughed. “Should be interesting to see how Master Boraro
handles that.”

“You’ll have a long wait,” She replied.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’m not going back to Master Boraro. They
set me up with someone else.”

“Probably for the best,” Daniel replied. “Otherwise,
it would be a matter of who tries to kill whom first.”

“No contest, Kile all the way,” Alex shouted.

Kile cringed.

“Will you keep your voice down?” Daniel said in a
harsh whispered. “I’m sure Kile doesn’t want everyone to hear
you.”

“Besides, it was more luck than anything else,” she
added.

“Luck, come on girl you kicked his ass,” Alex
shouted.

Daniel gave Alex a stern look. “Do we have to
medicate you again?”

“Luck or not, you showed some real skill,” Carter
commented. “You’re still joining us for practice, aren’t you?”

“Carter’s been dying to spar with you again,” Alex
grinned.

Carter’s face turned red. “I have not. I’m… just
interested in… her new style, that's all,” he explained.

“That’s not all you’re interested in,” Alex laughed.
He was answered by a day old muffin, bouncing off his head.

“As fun as this is, I have to get to the stables.”
Kile said, grabbing her tray. Vesper ran up her arm and took his
place on her shoulder, still carrying his apple slice. Kile stepped
away from the table. “I’ll meet you guys back here during the
supper shift, good luck in the list.”

 


The stables were as cool during the day as they were
during the night. It was a relief from the final days of the summer
sun. But just being out of sight, for a while, was enough for Kile.
The stares from the cadets, the hushed whispers behind her back
when she passed, it was just like her first days at the Academy,
only the reasons changed. Before it was all about what she was, now
it was all about what she did.

Standing in the stables, she had the feeling she was
being watched. Whether it was Vesper’s nose detecting the presence
of someone in the stables with her, or the hair standing up on the
back of her neck, or maybe an aspect of her Edge, she didn’t fully
understand. What ever it was, she started to take notice.

He came at her from behind, appearing out of the
shadows. His blade cutting through the air, swinging for her head,
but she was already moving. She dropped to the ground and rolled
into a defensive stance. Vesper quickly sought refuge under an old
stool.

“Not bad,” Luke said, leaning up against the center
post. “You catch on pretty quick,” he said, setting the practice
blade aside.

“You could have killed me,” she said in
amazement.

“But I didn’t,” Luke replied with a shrug. “You were
able to detect my movements and avoid my attack.”

“And what if I hadn’t?” she asked.

“What difference does it make, you did, and that’s
all the matters.”

She wanted to strike back, and if she thought she
could get up quick enough, without falling over due to her spinning
head, she would have tried. Bealer warned her not to make too many
sudden moves while recovering from a head injury.

“So, you’re my official instructor now?” she
asked.

“It would appear that way,” Luke replied. “I have
been requested to teach you how to fight with the Lann.”

“Then can we go easy with it today?” she asked,
slowly getting to her feet. “I don’t think my body is quite up to
it.”

“Yes, you did take quite a beating at the hands of
Master Boraro, didn’t you?”

“Hey, it wasn’t my idea,” she replied
defensively.

“Don’t expect me to feel sorry for you. It might not
have been your idea, but you hardly tried to defuse the situation.
You could have yielded the first time he knocked you down. There
was no reason for you to get back up. Your pride may have been
damaged, but he would have walked away. You instigated the
situation until you had no other option open to you, but to
fight.”

“I guess he caught me on a bad day.”

“Clearly,” Luke said. “But don’t take this victory
too seriously. Master Boraro will not be easy to defeat a second
time. You surprised him and he underestimated you, but he is a
skilled warrior, and he will not make the same mistakes twice. He
has seen how you fought, and he knows the style, and he knows how
to counter it.”

“So the… touchy style isn’t better than… whatever it
was he was teaching.”

“Tachiena,” Luke corrected her.

“That’s what I said.”

The stablehand sighed and walked over to the benches
along the wall. It was a common reaction she received from a lot of
the instructors.

“No style is better or worse than another,” Luke
explained. “The Tachiena style differs from the Casacure style
which Master Boraro teaches. A master of one would not necessarily
be better than a master of another. There are many other factors to
be taken into consideration.”

“Such as?” she asked.

“The Casacure is a strong style, designed to take
down your opponent as quickly and efficiently as possible. It
requires great strength, but cannot be kept up for very long. The
Tachiena style is designed to weaken your opponent over a period of
time and relies on speed and agility. The Casacure needs to end the
battle fast, because he knows he cannot maintain his skill, if the
fight lingers. The longer the fight goes on, the more vulnerable he
becomes. The Tachiena needs to prolong the fight, because he knows
he cannot defeat his opponent when he is strong. It is the onset of
the fight, which is most dangerous for the Tachiena, since he will
have difficulty defending himself from the strong attacks of the
Casacure.”

“So the power shifts, as the battle goes on,” Kile
replied.

“Precisely.”

“But, that’s not what happened during my fight.” She
remarked, although, she couldn’t remember much of what happened
during her fight.

“A battle can be won or lost on a single mistake.”
Luke explained. “All it requires is for the opponent to see the
mistake and to take advantage of it. You switched tactics in the
middle of your duel with Master Boraro. You started to fight him
using the Casacure style. That was what he taught you, that was
what he had expected you to use, and that is what he defended
himself against. It was only after you switched tactics, you gained
the upper hand, if but briefly. He was unaware you knew that style,
and were more skilled in it than the Casacure. Had he known, he may
have been ready for it, and the outcome may have been very
different.”

Very different was an understatement. She had the
feeling, had she not gained the advantage, for that brief period of
time, she would not be around to talk about it.

“Now, with that settled, I assume you are well
enough to at least go over the basics again.” Luke said, holding
out the Lann.

“Yes, sir,” she said, taking the blades from
him.

 


“You weren’t at supper,” she heard Carter say before
she even rounded the corner of the stables. She gripped the
practice Lann tightly in her hand. Was he that eager to see her
fight again? She wasn’t sure if she was that eager to fight.

“Sorry, training took a little longer than I
thought, and then I had to catch up with a few weeks worth of work
I missed in the stables.”

“Well, come on. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

“Oh, come on, give a sec,” she replied, setting the
bundled Lann down. She sat on the crate, beside the wall, which had
become all too familiar. If there was any one place, at the
Academy, she could call home, it was definitely the stables. “Why
don’t you give Alex more time? I’ve seen him fight and he could use
a little more training.”

“Oh, what’s this?” Carter laughed. “Chickening out
already. You fear the great Hausman,” He gestured with a flourish
of his sword.

“Yeah, that must be it. I also run from falling
leaves when the wind blows,” She shot back. It wasn’t really a
noteworthy come back, but it was all she could think of on such
short notice. She was sure she would think of five or six more
scathing remarks latter on.

“Trash talk, this is something new,” Daniel
said.

“Just buying myself some time,” She remarked.

She set Vesper down on the crates beside her and the
yarrow made a bee line towards Murphy, who was sitting in the grass
pouring over a few old books, while eating grapes. He picked off a
few and handed them to the yarrow without breaking his
concentration.

“You know, a few weeks confined to a bed with
cracked ribs and a head injury, and it’s hard to get back into the
swing of things,” Kile remarked.

“Are you in pain?” Daniel asked. “I can probably
help you with that.”

“No, leave me my pain. It will remind me of how
foolish I was.”

She had been foolish, even Luke said so. She should
have swallowed her pride and let Boraro think he put her in her
place, but it wasn’t that easy. She was not useless. She knew that,
at least she thought she knew that. Unfortunately, the one person
she wanted to prove it to, was no longer around to see it.

Murphy groaned as he turned the pages in the book.
Vesper took the opportunity to steal a few more grapes while he
wasn’t looking.

“What’s Voreing got you studying now?” She
asked.

“We’ve been revisiting some of the old Hunter.”
Daniel replied. “We’ve actually just finished covering one of your
favorites.”

“My favorite?”

“Yeah, you know. Quaineess Nyn.”

“Quaineess Nyn? Why him, all of a sudden?” Kile
asked. “It wasn’t like he was one of the greats. His only claim to
fame was killing one dragon.”

“Gator the Ash Creator, or as some experts believe,
Gartor the Ash Creator,” Murphy replied without looking up from the
pages of his book.

“There you go.” Daniel said. “Been studying him for
the last two weeks.”

“There are better Hunters to study than him.” Kile
exclaimed. “What brought this up all of a sudden?”

“Eric,” Daniel replied.

As soon as Daniel said the name, Kile had a bad
feeling. Any connection between Eric and Quaineess wouldn’t be
good.

“He wanted to know about Quaineess Nyn?” she
asked.

“Actually, no,” Daniel replied. He stopped her
before she could reply. “I know what you’re thinking. You still
want to link him and the disappearance of the artifacts from the
gallery. But it’s just not there. Eric had no interest in Quaineess
Nyn when Voreing was talking about him. I know. I watched his
reactions, he couldn’t care less.”

That makes sense, she thought, he already stole all
the artifacts from the display.

“It wasn’t so much Quaineess Nyn he was asking
about,” Daniel continued. “It was more about Hunters and dragons in
general. He wanted to know how many Hunters actually had contact
with dragons.”

So it wasn’t Quaineess Nyn. It was Gator. Eric was
interested in. That would explain why he took the dragon scales, if
they were actually dragon scales, but it doesn’t explain why he
came back and took the long knife and the ring.

“So, who are you studying now?” she asked.

“Oh, some Hunter called Sudire or something.”

“Sondire Berk.” She said, recalling the name. He was
mentioned a few times in the book Master Adams lent her, on the
history of the Hunters.

“You’ve heard of him?” Daniel asked, even Murphy
looked up when she mentioned the name.

“Well, sure.” She replied, as if it was common
knowledge. “He was known for defeating a water serpent along the
eastern coast. The problem was, he went after a fire drake
somewhere in the western flat lands, and never survived.”

“Not just any fire drake.” Murphy added, “But the
Drake of the Western Flats, at least, that's what Master Voreing
says.”

The Drake of the Western Flats was one of the three
remaining open scripts within the Hunter’s Guild. The three scripts
which are revered by all Hunters, yet never attempted. Was that
what Eric had in mind, instant fame? Was he crazy enough to try his
hand at one of the scripts, and not just any script, but the Drake
of the Western Flats? It would explain his interest in Quaineess
Nyn, since he was the only other Hunter, besides Sondire, whoever
slew a dragon, but what makes Eric think he’s good enough? Could
one of those artifacts he stole, be the secret to Quaineess Nyn’s
success? It seemed a little far fetched, but Eric was never one for
deep thinking. The way Murphy described him, Eric sought only
instant gratification at the expense of others. That was probably
why he wanted to team up with Murphy. He wanted to use Murphy’s
Edge to protect him against the fires of the Drake, if that was
even possible. It was more likely he would use Murphy as a decoy or
bait, and while the dragon was eating his friend, he would attack
the dragon from behind or high tail it out of there. Kile wondered
if Murphy knew what Eric had in mind, and how lucky he was to break
ties with the twisted kid before it went too far.

“Hey, Kile, you ready?” Carter called out, pulling
her from her thoughts. She turned to see the cadet, sword in hand,
dripping with sweat and out of breath. She knew enough time had
passed. This was going to be easier than she thought.

“I’ll be right there,” She called back and turned to
Daniel. “If you really want to annoy Voreing, why don’t you ask him
to tell you about some of the other Hunters? Like Alisa Isa or
maybe Catherine Y’lew, I’m sure he would love to talk about them.”
She grinned. She was going to throw in Risa Ta’re to complete the
trio of female Hunters in the small gallery, but couldn’t bear to
part with the name. It would pain her to have Master Voreing think
of Risa Ta’re for even a second, she was way outside the old man’s
class.

Getting up, she stretched and grabbed the bundled
Lann which rested on the crates beside her.

“Did you put up a good fight?” She asked Alex.

“Oh… yeah… I almost… had him.” The cadet replied,
gasping for breath.

She picked up the sword, which was stuck in the
ground, and set it aside.

“Aren’t we confident, you plan on fighting me bare
handed?” Carter asked, grinning.

“Not quite, I brought my own,” she said.

Untying the knot, she grabbed f both blades and let
the cloth fall. She enjoyed the look on Carter’s face. He was
studying the weapons and wasn’t as confident now, as he was a few
seconds ago. Was that a flicker of doubt, she saw in his eyes when
she took her place opposite him?

The longer the fight continued, the better it was
for her, and he had already been fighting for the last twenty some
odd minutes. Her weapons were lighter, she was more rested, and he
had never seen the Tachiena style up close before, but if there was
one thing she learned, never underestimate your opponent. It only
takes one mistake to lose a match, and Carter was no novice at
exploiting an opponent’s mistakes.

“You really want to fight with… those?” he asked,
extending his arm and holding out his weapon as if to show her the
length of his reach. He was actually measuring his circle of
defense.

“What’s wrong with them?” she asked. They were
considerable shorter than his sword, almost half the length, which
means she would have to get up close to do any real damage, and he
knew it.

Daniel and Murphy abandoned their studies to view
the battle, Alex took a better position off to one side where he
could watch and catch his breath. They had waited weeks for this,
even if she hadn’t.

“If you’re ready,” Carter remarked, saluting with
his sword.

“Ready,” she replied, returning the salute.

Carter instantly opened with his two handed over the
head attack, but switched it up at the last minute and came in on
Kile’s left side, her weaker side, or the side he thought was her
weaker side. He must have forgotten all those times she fought left
handed. She deflected his weapon with the flat of her left blade,
rolled into his attack and came out behind him. She could have
landed a fatal blow and ended the match, but instead, she held her
blade. Carter, realizing his mistake, quickly recovered. It was a
mistake which he wasn’t likely to make again. He came at her with
short, fast attacks, moving from side to side, testing her defenses
and looking for a weak point, but the larger weapon was too slow
and she easily set each thrust aside. She made no attempt at
countering. It had been a long time since she could stand one on
one, with Carter, not since they abandoned the wooden practice
sword.

She read every one of his moves, she was always able
to read his moves, she was just never able to get the ungainly
sword there fast enough to prevent his attacks, but the Lann made
it too easy. She could parry his attacks on both sides without ever
crossing over herself, or leave a spot vulnerable, and she could do
it without breaking a sweat.

Carter was already slowing down, but she couldn’t
blame him. She didn’t know how long he was sparring with the
others, before she arrived, and the twenty minutes with Alex
probably felt like twenty hours, as the hyperactive chipmunk danced
all over the ring without any practical sense.

She threw a few fast, weak, attacks to keep him on
his toes and they maneuvered each other around the circle. One
thing she noticed, when sparing with the Casacure style, it was
easier if you stay in one place. Create a defensive circle and
strike out from there. So, it was to her advantage to keep him
moving.

He came in low. She drove his sword down and away
from her with both Lann then spun up his weapon, landing a blow to
the back of his leg, before allowing her momentum to carry her
through to the other side.

“Nice shot,” Alex yelled from the sideline.

“Do you yield?” She asked Carter, who hopped away,
putting some distance between them. He was rubbing the back of his
leg. She thought he would be mad at her for that maneuver, but in
fact, that was far from the case.

“Not likely,” he said. “How about we take this up a
notch?”

Before she could ask what he meant, he slowly faded
from view. This was defiantly up a notch, a whole lot of notches,
but for once, she felt she was up to the challenge.

“That’s not exactly playing fair,” Daniel called
out. “She’s gonna sick the dogs on you, if you’re not careful.”

That was an idea, she thought, but the dogs weren’t
around during the day, and although she knew Gorum would
understand, Hunar would probably try to rip Carter apart before she
could explain they were only playing. It didn’t really matter
though, she didn’t need the dogs, she knew where Carter was. It was
odd, it was almost like she could see him, but not really see him.
She allowed him to move behind her, letting him think he gained the
upper hand.

He came in low. She swung both Lann around and
connected with something which wasn’t there. She never liked the
mystic arts, it was still unnatural, but at least she could deal
with it now. He recovered and countered, and she repelled the
second invisible strike. Rolling into it, she threw her weight at
him, knocking him off balance. It wasn’t a move Luke would approve
of, but she wasn’t going to stab Carter to prove a point, and it
did work. There was a muffled curse and something hit the ground
with a puff of dust. Carter reappeared, sitting on his backside
staring up at her.

“Okay, you got me,” he said. “I yield.”

She extended a hand to help him to his feet.

“It wasn’t exactly a fair fight,” she said, trying
to pull him up. “You had to deal with Alex first.”

“Hey,” Alex cried from the side line.

“Okay, I give, how could you see him?” Daniel
asked.

“I’m not telling you,” She grinned. “That’s a trade
secret.”

“So, you gonna teach me some of those new moves?”
Carter asked.

“Sure, why not,” She replied. “Although, you’re not
really built for it,” She laughed.
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Lying in bed, Kile stared up at the ceiling as the
questions of the day kept circling through her head. What was Eric
up to? Did he really think he could take on the Drake of the Flat
Lands, when so many other Hunters tried and failed, and even more
wouldn’t even dare to try? The idea of it seemed ridiculous now,
too far fetch, like most ideas were in the dark hours of the night.
There was a detail she was overlooking, something she just couldn’t
put her finger on. There was a missing piece to the puzzle. What
would Risa Ta’re do, she wondered, not that she started calling
upon long past Hunters for answers to her problems, but the thought
of Eric, breaking into Quaineess Nyn’s display and stealing his
artifacts did give her pause for concern over the other displays,
especially the ones he may not know about… yet.

Climbing out of bed, she pushed open the shutters
and felt the cold autumn air on her face. Ever since the survival
exercise, she felt confined within her room, and the thoughts,
which were now dancing in her head, were not helping matters.
Staring up at the night sky, she saw something small, fly across
the face of the full moon.

Was that Kaza?

It couldn’t be the old crow. He and Morgan left, for
the tower, with the other mystics, three days ago and wouldn’t be
back until sometime next week. It was probably just a bat. She
never had the opportunity to speak to a bat, not that she really
wanted to try. They always made her a little nervous.

When she was seven, Leon dared her to enter old man
Willis’s barn down by the creek, her dear brother neglected to tell
her it was inhabited by bats. The minute she opened the barn doors,
they flew out at her. There were so many it was like a black sheet,
covering the sky. She never forgave him for that.

Pulling on her tunic and grabbing her hat, she
opened the small ebony box that sat on her dresser. Fishing out the
small brass key, which was inside, she turned to the open window.
She almost got away.

-Where Kile going?-

“Nowhere, go back to sleep,” she told the yarrow who
was sitting on the end of her bed, staring at her.

-Vesper come?-

“Oh… Okay, come on then.”

Holding out her hand, the yarrow scrambled up her
arm and took his place on her shoulder. She climbed out the window
and lowered herself to the ground, dropping the last few feet.
Keeping within the shadows of the building, she stayed out of sight
of the guard towers before cutting across the compound.

-Where are we going?-

Vesper asked, although he wasn’t all that concerned
with their destination. He was just happy to go for a ride, and if
there was food involved, so much the better.

“To settle my mind,” she replied.

They crossed the compound and rounded the stables,
heading for the Great Hall when she felt, heard, or maybe even
smelled something approaching. This time she was ready when Hunar
came stalking up behind her.

“I thought I heard you,” She said, turning to the
dog.

-It’s been a while.-

Hunar replied, stepping from the shadows. She
advanced towards Kile. Even though Kile considered Hunar a friend,
she was still a little intimidated by the large black dog.

“Sorry about that, but it’s hard to get out these
days with so many people around.”

-Is that a snack?-

The dog asked. At first, Kile wasn’t sure what Hunar
was referring to. She was looking up at Kile’s shoulder and at
Vesper, who was trying to make himself as small as possible.

“Very funny,” she told the dog, although, she wasn’t
sure Hunar was joking. “Where’s Gorum?” she asked.

-Where else, sleeping up by the bushes.-

Gorum wasn’t very active these days, especially in
the colder weather. All he wanted was to keep warm and sleep. She
couldn’t really blame him, he patrolled these grounds for nearly
fourteen years, or at least that’s what she figured, from her talks
with him.

“I don’t want to disturb him. Just let him know I’m
heading up to the Great Hall.” Kile said, walking a little ways
with Hunar. She wouldn’t want Gorum picking up on her scent and
sounding the alarm, before he realized who it was.

-What’s up there?-

Hunar asked.

“Peace of mind… I hope,” Kile replied. “You haven’t
seen or heard anyone in that area… after dark, before?”

-You're talking about the thief. Gorum patrolled
that area, but claims he never saw or heard anything, but a few
ravens.-

“Ravens? I don’t think I’ve seen ravens around here
before,” Kile replied.

Ravens were basically the same as crows. Maybe it
was a raven she saw flying around.

-That's because there aren’t any, but Gorum said
there were so… I have to believe him.-

There was sadness in the dog’s words. For all their
talk about the cycle of life and accepting the inevitability of
death, she could tell Hunar wasn’t ready to let go of her
mentor.

Kile left Hunar and headed up past the dining hall,
until the Great Hall was in sight.

-She scares me.-

Vesper said when he was sure Hunar was far enough
away.

“Yeah, I can understand that,” Kile remarked. Even
thought she knew and liked Hunar, she was always a little leery
around the Shinar mastiff. Hunar had the, rip you apart first, ask
questions later, attitude about her. She was the complete opposite
to old Gorum. When Gorum passes, will Hunar change her
attitude?

Kile tried the doors to the Great Hall, and was
shocked to find them open. After two accounts of vandalism and the
theft of artifacts, they were still leaving the doors unlocked. Of
course, it could be due to the fact, there were no locks on the
doors to begin with, but she was sure someone could have thought of
something.

Pushing the doors open, she stepped into the Great
Hall, which held an entirely different atmosphere in the dead of
night. The painting loomed over her, like ghostly specters in the
moonlight, watching her, judging her, but she had not come to see
them. She came to see someone else. Pulling the key from her
pocket, she unlocked the door beneath the stairs, slipped into the
room beyond and closed herself in. The small room came to life and
the portrait of Risa Ta’re was unharmed. It was a relief to see the
portrait, as well as the Lann, which rested, undisturbed, below it.
She had a new respect for the weapon, now that she knew how to use
them. She placed her hand upon the well worn hilt, the stories
these things could tell, she thought, but that was as far as she
would dare go.

Pulling out one of the boxes, from under the shelf,
she sat down and stared at the portrait of Risa Ta’re. It was the
first real picture of an Alva she ever saw. Her father always led
her to believe, there was no such thing, that the Alva were but a
myth, just a part of an old story long forgotten. Harold Veller
didn’t believe in much outside his own fields. The world ended at
his front gate.

“I wonder what he thinks of the valrik?” She asked
herself, and then realized he didn’t think of anything,
anymore.

 


Kile wasn’t sure how long she sat there, staring at
the portrait, but she could remember every feature, every line, and
every brush stroke that went into the subject. The artist was long
gone, the man who carved the frame, the man who weaved the canvas
it was painted on, everybody associated with the painting was long
gone, and yet the painting remained. It was a testimony to a long
forgotten Hunter. Would somebody paint a portrait of her some day?
Would it stand the test of time? Would there by a young girl
sitting where she was sitting now, staring up at it and wondering
just who Kile Veller was, and what was behind the sadness in her
eyes. Not that her eyes were sad, but Risa’s were. There was a
sorrow behind the smile, hidden in those eyes. Was it really there
or was it just something the artist created? Questions she will
never know the answers to keep filling her head.

A noise, in the Great Hall, pulled her away from the
portrait, and her thoughts, of Risa Ta’re. It was the sound of
something large hitting the marble floor.

“What is he getting himself into now?” she said,
sliding the box back under the shelf.

Vesper got bored, which wasn’t a big surprise for
the yarrow, but he decided to go exploring, and exploring to the
yarrow, usually meant a search for food, and a search for food
usually meant nothing would get in his way.

She took one last look at Risa Ta’re before the
lights went out.

“What are you doing, Vesper?” she called in a harsh
whisper. She stepped out into the gallery, but Vesper wasn’t there,
Eric was.

He was as surprised to see her as she was to see
him.

“You? What are you doing here?” he asked with a
startled look on his face.

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?” she
replied, although, she really wasn’t sure why she should be asking
him anything.

He looked around the room nervously and Kile
realized he was expecting someone else. She moved slowly towards
the door. If things got worse, if someone else did show up, she
wanted to have a clear shot for the exit.

Looking past him, she could see he was in the
process of destroying another display case. This one belonged to
the Hunter known as Jameson Flint. Whatever was in the case was now
clutched in Eric’s hand. She was trying to remember what artifacts
Flint had on display when a shadow passed over the window. He
turned towards it.

Pointing at Eric, she shouted “Don’t move
you’re….”

She stopped in mid sentence. What was he? Was he
under arrest? Could she really say that without it sounding stupid?
What do Hunter’s say when they apprehend a felon?

“I don’t have time for this,” Eric shouted and his
hand burst into flame, lighting up the gallery. Without warning, he
threw the ball of fire at her. She barely had enough time to jump
out of the way, diving across the floor as it exploded behind her,
showering her with embers.

“Don’t do this Eric,” she said, but he wasn’t
listening as another ball was hurled in her direction. It was like
dodging snowballs, but these were on fire, and exploded on impact.
She tried to get out of the way, but wasn’t fast enough. It struck
the floor beside her, shattering the marble tile and throwing her
back against one of the armored displays.

He was moving now, and she wasn’t sure if he was
going for the door, or was planning on finishing what he started
with her. She hoped he was seeking a way out, but she knew she
wasn’t going to be that lucky. Looking for something to protect
herself with, she grabbed one of the shields on display, the one
bearing the image of a red dragon. Dragons were influenced by the
sphere of fire, so it should be fire proof, she reasoned. She held
the shield up before her.

“You’ve ruined everything,” he shouted, his voice
echoing off the rafters. It sounded louder than it should.

He hurled another one of his fiery missiles. It
struck the shield with such force it slid her across the smooth
marble floor. It was a shame the boots, the Guild issued, didn’t
provide more traction. Another fiery impact drove her even further
back and the shield began to heat up. It wasn’t going to last much
longer, or she wasn’t going to be able to hold onto it much
longer.

Bracing herself for another impact, she heard Eric,
cry out in pain. Kile dared to look around the edge of the shield.
She was amazed to see a yarrow clamped down on his free hand. He
dropped what he was holding, and it scattered across the floor. She
knew, whatever artifact he was willing to throw his chances of
become a Hunter away for, not to mention killing her for, wasn’t
something she could let him have. Discarding the shield, she ran,
then dove across the floor, sliding past Eric. She grabbed for the
stolen artifacts, but was only able to grab one of them. Eric
quickly snatched the second one up and flung a ball of fire at the
fleeing yarrow. Vesper ducked through a small opening in the
baseboard molding. The ball of fire exploded against the wall,
igniting one of the tapestries.

Old dusty pieces of cloth burn, really, fast. The
fire quickly spread from the tapestry to the paintings then to the
beams overhead. Within seconds the entire eastern wall of the
gallery was on fire, and the larger than life Hunters, who loomed
over her, shriveled into ash, their silent screams masked by the
roar of the flames.

“Give it to me,” he shouted.

“We have to get out of here, you idiot, this whole
place is coming down,” Kile replied, although, calling him an idiot
was not very productive.

“You think I care?” he laughed.

Of course, he didn’t care. He could probably
withstand the flames. He was influenced by fire, she wasn’t so
lucky. She didn’t have the protection of a mystic sphere, her Edge
was of the natural world and it wasn’t going to help her here.

Kile tightening her grip on the artifact.

“I’m not going to let you have it,” she said in the
bravest and most confident voice she could muster, too bad it
didn’t sound that way.

“Then I guess I’ll have to take it,” Eric said,
lunging at her.

He never reached her. A large black mass struck his
side, clamping down on his extended arm. Eric screamed in pain once
more and swung himself around before going down to the floor. Gorum
lost his grip on Eric’s arm and slid across the marble before he
could regain his footing. The arrival of a large black mastiff
wasn’t something Eric anticipated.

He crouched, staring at the dog, clutching his
wounded arm. If he was anything like the other cadets, the pain
would keep him from concentrating on his Edge. If he couldn’t
control his Edge, he couldn’t withstand the flames which were now
burning out of control all around him. They were now in the same
boat and it was going down fast.

Noises outside caught their attention. Someone
sounded the alarm and people were coming. Eric looked to the front
door first, but knew the guards would already be on their way.
There was no way he could hide from this one. His luck, and the
influence of his father, suddenly ran out. He quickly made for the
back doors.

Gorum tried to give chase, but he wasn’t getting
anywhere on the marble floor. The hallway, in which Eric fled,
suddenly exploded in flame behind him. It was a final attempt to
cover his retreat, which left only the front door for an
escape.

Grabbing Gorum by the collar, Kile slid the dog
towards the front of the hall. Pulling the great doors open, she
stumbled out into the fresh air, gasping for breath.

“What have you done? What have you done?” somebody
shouted, grabbing her roughly by the arm and yanking her to her
feet. She stared up into the purple face of Sir Oblum.

“It wasn’t me,” she shouted, trying to pry his
fingers loose. For an old man he really had a strong grip.

“You’ve destroyed it, you’ve destroyed it all.
You’ve destroyed the Academy, the gallery, the history of the
Hunter… why… why?” he kept shouting.

By now, more people were coming up the hill carrying
buckets of water, but it was too little too late. They could only
stand and watch as the Great Hall went up in flames.

“You are going to pay for this child. You are going
to pay dearly,” Oblum shouted.

“Will you listen to me? It was Eric,” she tried to
explain, but the headmaster was beyond listening, until Gorum bit
him.

Whether it was the pain of the bite, or the fact his
beloved dog just bit him, Oblum fell strangely quiet, or he went
into shock, it was difficult to tell.

“If you would listen to me, I was trying to tell
you, Eric Rimes just stole some artifact from the gallery. He set
it on fire to cover his escape. He went out the back.” She
explained. She knew it wasn’t exactly true, a sort of watered down
version of the events, but it was close enough and she didn’t want
to try and explain why she was even involved.

“Eric… Eric Rimes?” Oblum said, as if hearing her
for the first time.

“Yes, he’s influenced by the sphere of fire He can
manipulate fire He set the fire, not me.”

“Eric Rimes… influenced by fire?” Oblum
repeated.

She was wondering if another bite from Gorum would
snap the headmaster back to reality. Fortunately, it didn't come to
that. The realization of what she was telling him finally sunk
in.

“Guards, Guards,” Oblum called out. A few men,
dressed in the city livery, came running in his direction. For a
man who was standing in his bathrobe and underwear, he could still
command respect. “Close the gate, search the grounds, find cadet
Rimes and bring him to me… by any means necessary.”

Kile could do nothing, but watch, as the fire
reached the second floor of the Great Hall. The gallery was gone,
the portraits were gone, and Risa Ta’re was gone. She opened her
hand to see what artifact Eric was willing to destroy the Academy
for, and all she found was a small blue and white stone. She
wondered, if maybe, she made a mistake, that he managed to get the
artifact after all, and all she came away with, was a piece of the
floor.

One of the cadets came running up the hill, waving
his arms. “The stables, the stables are on fire,” he shouted.

It took Kile a moment to realize what the man was
saying. None of it seemed real. If the stables were on fire, then
the horses were in danger. Shoving the stone in her pocket, she ran
towards the stables, but Oblum quickly overtook her, grabbing a
guard on his way up. The guard didn’t seem to recognize him at
first and tried to pull away.

“What is it, what’s happening?” Oblum shouted.

“Sir, we pursued the cadet into the stables, but
when we moved in, the whole place burst into flames, we think he
managed to escape in the confusion.”

Kile didn’t wait to hear the details. There wasn’t
time. She ran the rest of the way to the stables. When she got
there, Luke was staggering out of the burning building, pulling two
of the horses behind him before collapsing on the grass. There were
a few horses, running loose through the compound, but not nearly as
many as there should be.

Erin Silvia was helping Luke to his feet when Kile
reached him.

“Luke… Luke how many are still in there?” she asked
the stablehand.

“I… I don’t know,” He coughed. “Twenty… thirty… I
don’t know.”

“Take is easy Luke,” Erin said, leading the man away
from his stables and eased him to the ground. “Someone, get Bealer
over here now,” She shouted.

Kile watched the burning stables. It looked as if
Eric set fire to the hayloft, and this time he really was trying to
cover his escape, but it meant the fire shouldn’t be in the
populated area, yet.

“Here, watch Vesper.” She told Erin, setting the
yarrow down on Luke’s chest before running into the burning
building.

“Kile, get back here, you can’t save them,” Erin
called out.

Maybe she couldn’t but she had to try, they were her
friends after all.

The stables were never this hot before, or this
bright. The flames danced over her head, jumping from rafter to
rafter. It was spreading faster than she anticipated. The horses
were already starting to panic.

She quickly started to unlock the stalls. “Calm
down,” she shouted. “You’re going to do yourself more harm if you
don’t calm down,”

The fear of fire was all consuming and they could no
longer hear her. A few of them ran for the open doors, knocking her
down in the processes. The fire eventually burned through one the
beams, bringing down the front of the barn and quickly closing off
the only exit. They were trapped inside.

This was a mistake, she thought as she quickly
opened the rest of the stalls. Now the horses were free, they just
needed a way out.

The eastern section of the stables was the next to
be consumed. The place where she practiced with Luke, only hours
earlier, was now a wall of flame. The heat was becoming more
intense and the smoke was making it harder to breathe. The horses
were terrified, and she was in danger of being trampled.

The west wall gave way next, but it wasn’t the fire
which brought it down, it was the platter sized hoofs of a very
aggravated mountain pony.

-What are you doing in here?-

His gruff voice blasted out everything else in
Kile’s head. He walked through the fire towards her, like one of
the demon horses of legend.

-Get out of here.-

“I can’t, not without the others,” she cried.

-Forget them.-

“I won’t, I can’t… we need a way out.”

There was a long pause.

-Get them under control. I’ll give you a way
out.-

Control? That’s what she needed to do. She needed to
gain control. She needed to do the one thing she swore she would
never do. Pushing all thoughts of the fire and the heat out of her
head, she focused on the horses. Not one at a time, but all twenty
six. Falling into her Edge, she felt the black strands of molasses
stretching out through the burning stables, seeking every living
thing she could gain control of, twenty six horses and one stubborn
old cat. Where was the cat? She didn’t know, but he was somewhere
in the stables. Merging with them, she felt their fears as each one
tried to fight her, tried to pull away from her. She fell into
their thoughts, their memories, their feelings, and it was like
living twenty seven lives all at the same time.

 


When Oblum arrived at the stables, the south side
was already gone. The guards and the cadets, who were trying to
douse the flames with buckets of water, barely managed to escape
the falling debris. They were forced to fall back to a safe
distance when the city’s fire squad finally arrived.

Oblum watched in silence. Why did he let it go so
far? How did it get this bad? Nothing like this has ever happened
within the walls of the Academy, and to have it happen on his
watch. He walked the perimeter of the burring stables, calling the
cadets back and letting the fire brigade do their job. If this was
the City of Littenbeck, there would be water mystics on call, but
this was Azintar, so there weren’t.

He found Erin sitting with Luke. Bealer was tending
to the stablehand’s injuries. When he approached, Erin looked
up.

“How bad is it?” he asked her.

“It’s not good,” she replied. “Most of the horses
are still in there, as well as one cadet.”

“A cadet? Who?” Oblum asked, but he already had a
feeling he knew who, before she told him.

“Veller,” she replied.

“Kile,” he said, shaking his head. “Why am I not
surprised? Why in the name of all the gods did she go in there
for?”

“To save… her friends,” Luke coughed, trying to get
to his feet.

“Take is easy Luke,” Erin told the stablehand.
“You’re in no condition to move, right now.” She said, easing him
back to the ground.

Staring at the burning building, Oblum cursed
silently to himself. Why was that damn cadet always in the wrong
place at the wrong time? If he had known she was going to be this
much of a problem, he would have retired before she arrived, let
her be someone else’s headache.

“Well, what happened?” he demanded.

“She dropped off her yarrow and ran into the
stables,” Erin replied.

“And you didn’t try to stop her?”

“How could I, she was gone before I knew where she
was going.”

He watched as the eastern section of the stables
fell in on itself.

“How did we miss this one?” he asked Erin, shaking
his head. “How did we get it so wrong?”

“We looked the wrong way,” she replied.

There was a commotion on the west side of the
building. Firefighters ran for cover as a black mountain pony,
covered in a blanket, broke through the exterior wall of the
stables, showering spectators with flaming debris. Throwing off the
blanket, he reared up and stamped his huge, platter sized hoofs
into the ground, driving the men away from the western wall. Within
a few moments a red headed girl staggered out, followed by four
columns of horses, six rows deep and one cat.

“By all the gods,” Oblum said in amazement. He
watched the horses pass in formation, following the redheaded
girl.

Kile didn’t stop until she was far enough away from
the heat of the flames, then she just crumbled to the ground, and
the horses scattered in all directions.

 


She didn’t really feel like waking up, she didn’t
want to open her eyes, not that she had the energy to do so if she
wanted to. She felt completely drained, wrung out, like an old dish
rag. Every muscle in her body was sore, her head was throbbing, but
she was getting used to the headaches, it was almost too much of an
effort to even breathe.

There were people in her room, people moving around
her bed, walking back and forth across the floor. It was rather
rude, since she was trying to sleep. But, it did raise one
interesting question. How could people walk around her bed, when
her bed was tucked in the corner of her room? She slowly forced her
eyes open, which felt abnormal dry. She tried to blink the light
out. It was coming through a window, she didn’t recognize.

“Sir?” she heard someone say off to her left. She
hoped it wasn’t directed at her, unless, it was a really confused
individual. “I’ll go find Mr. Bealer,” the voice said, passing the
foot of her bed. She couldn’t make out who he was. Everything was
still a little blurry. A chair scraped across the floor.

“So, you’ve decided to return to us, cadet.” Another
voice said. This one was off to the right, and was definitely a
male voice. So the first dilemma was solved. He must have been the
sir, the first voice was refereeing to. In many ways, she was
relieved.

She opened her mouth to speak, but all that came out
was a dry squeak.

“Easy, cadet,” the man warned.

She felt his hand behind her head, gently lifting
her up. He brought a cup of water to her lips. She drank slowly,
almost forgetting how to swallow, and probably spilled more down
the front of her than she managed to get down her parched
throat.

With her lips properly moistened, she managed a
hoarse thank-you, before the man eased her head back down to the
pillow.

“You’re going to be a little dry. How are you
feeling otherwise?” he asked.

“Sore.” She replied, trying to sit up.

The strong hands aided her once more. They stuffed
pillows behind her back so she could sit up.

“Where am I?” she asked.

“You’re in the Halls of Healing,” he replied.

Halls of healing, she should have known. It wasn’t
like she’d never seen the inside before. But, why was she in here?
She wasn’t injured. At least, she didn’t think she was injured. She
stretched out her arms, then her legs, feeling every muscle strain,
but no real pain, just kind of sore all over, like a bad sparring
day.

“Is it… bad?” she asked.

“Not as bad as it could have been,” The man replied.
“You had us worried, though. You were out for some time.”

“How long?” she asked.

“Five days.”

“Five days?” she said in amazement, turning to face
the man. Sir Oblum sat in the chair beside her bed, a cup of water
still in his hand. “Sorry, Sir,” she said upon seeing him,
although, she wasn’t sure why she was apologizing. It just seemed
the thing to do. He smiled, which was out of character for the
headmaster, and it made her uncomfortable.

“You overextended yourself,” Oblum said, handing her
the cup of water. She took it with shaky hands. “Basically, you
drained yourself,” he added.

“Drained?”

“That's how Morgan described it. He said you’ll come
around in time.”

“Five days,” she said, finishing the contents of the
cup. It was no wonder she was so thirsty. “The horses?”

“They’re fine, they’re all fine. Not one was lost. A
miracle, in its own right, thanks to you. I am indebted to you,
cadet. One of those horses you saved was my Sable.”

“Grim, what about Grim?” Kile asked.

“Grim?”

“My horse, sir, the black mountain pony, is he
alright?”

“That hairy beast, I’ll say he alright.” Oblum
replied. “Six Hunters tried to calm him down long enough to get to
you. He stood over you, wouldn’t let anyone near you, not even old
Luke. Eventually, it was Master Pike, who persuaded him to
move.”

“Master Pike?”

She couldn’t see the Horse Master, coming within a
hundred feet of Grim, if he could help it.

“Well… maybe persuade isn’t the right word.” Oblum
laughed. “The minute that horse saw him, he took off after him.
Damnedest thing I ever saw. A horse chancing a man across the
compound, right through the dining hall, there’s another few doors,
we’re going to have to replace. If Pike hadn’t reached the stairs
of the staff quarters, I’m sure that horse would have trampled
him.”

“Sorry about that?”

She was going to have to talk to Grim about his
temper.

“I don’t think a few extra doors will go noticed
with the repairs we have on our hands.”

“How bad is it?” She asked, although she really
didn’t want to know.

“The stables are gone, pretty much burned to the
ground, not much left of them to salvage, as for the Great Hall,
there was a lot of damage in the gallery and a few of the rooms.
Fortunately, most of the storage areas in the back and the
classrooms on the second floor, survived.”

“The displays?”

Oblum leaned back in the chair and shook his head.
“Gone,” was all he would say.

“It’s my fault,” Kile confessed.

“Your fault, and how did you come to that
conclusion?” he asked.

“I was careless. I shouldn’t have been in the
gallery that night, I shouldn’t have confronted Eric, knowing what
he was capable of doing, or I should have, at least, waited until
he got outside where he couldn’t do any damage. If it wasn’t for
me, the gallery wouldn’t be a pile of ash, maybe not even the
stables.”

“Let me tell you something, cadet. There is a long
list of people to blame for this, but, if your name is on the list,
it would have to be somewhere on the bottom. A lot farther down
than mine, that’s for sure.”

“You, sir, I don’t understand.”

“Eric Rimes should never have been here. He should
never have been allowed to set foot in this Academy. I knew it, but
I didn’t do anything about it. I figured the Guild knew what it was
doing, but they couldn’t see past the political and financial
gains. I should have kept a better eye on him, but instead, I’m
afraid, I was keeping an eye on you, and for that, I truly am
sorry.”

“Me? Why me?” she asked.

“I suppose, for the opposite reasons. There are
members in the Guild who don’t want you to graduate, but I can see
that doesn’t come as a big surprised to you, Does it?”

“No, sir,”

“The Guild is divided internally, even within the
Council. There are those members who want to bring it to the next
stage. They want to create a more disciplined, regulated
organization to take on more responsibilities. In some ways, they
want to create their own military. They want to fill the ranks with
the social elite, the sons of power and money, to bring the status
of the Hunter to a whole new level, and leave behind the trivial
tasks. Members are calling themselves, the Sons of Terrabin.”

“Terrabin, as in Terrabin D’al?” she asked.

“I can see why Master Adams speaks highly of your
intellect,” Oblum laughed. “Terrabin D’al believed, if Hunters were
organized correctly, they could be a force to reckon with.
Basically, they would be an army for hire, if you could afford
them. Mind you, he never got farther than preaching his beliefs to
the Council, but it was all he needed to plant the seeds he would
never see grow. The younger Hunters took up his cause, and it was
only a matter of time before they got into the Council.”

“And what of the other side?” she asked. “What is it
they want?”

“They want the Hunters to revert back to what they
were, a group of like minded individuals, who saw a need, and tried
to fill it. Whether they were men or women, rich or poor it didn’t
matter. It was never about the money or the fame, only a need to
help those who needed it.”

“So, what’s going to happen now?” she asked. She
didn’t want to work for a corporation who catered only the rich and
powerful. She didn’t want to work for the Sons of Terrabin; that
was not what she signed on for.

“I don’t think you have to worry about any great
changes happening anytime soon,” Oblum said, reading the concern on
her face. “Not as long as Guild Master Latherby controls the
Council. He’s a traditionalist as his predecessor was before
him.”

“Could Eric have been working for the Son’s of
Terrabin?” Kile asked.

Oblum thought about it for a moment, it was
obviously something he hadn’t considered, but eventually, he shook
his head.

“What make you think that?” He asked.

“When I surprised him in the gallery, he seemed to
be expecting somebody,” Kile replied.

“Did he say who?”

“No, nothing like that, I might be wrong. It was
just the way he acted.”

“I guess we’ll never know the answer to that, not
yet anyway,” Oblum said, getting up from his chair.

“Why? What happen to Eric?” she asked.

“Of course, you don’t know. He escaped.”

“Escaped? How?”

“We’re not exactly sure. We believe he managed to
slip out, when the fire brigade from the city, came in. Hunters
searched the city of Azintar for three days, but couldn’t turn up
anything. Of course, if what you say is true, he probably had
help.”

“So he’s… still out there,” Kile said, looking out
the window. She almost expected him to be leering at her from the
other side.

“I’m afraid so,” Oblum replied. “One more script for
the board, but there will be time for that later, for now, you need
your rest.”

“But there’s nothing wrong with me,” she
protested.

“I’m afraid, that’s not for me to say. The healers
feel you need an extended rest, what with your recent, shall we
say, encounters of late. If I was you, I would make the most of
it.”

“But, sir, evaluations start this week. I can’t miss
them.”

Oblum laughed. “I wouldn’t worry too much about
those,” he said. “You bested Master Boraro in a fight, even if it
wasn’t sanctioned and there are still some lingering questions
about what actually happened. Enough members of the Council have
agreed, it will count towards your combat evaluation. You won’t
have to prove yourself against him again. They say they are not
looking forward to bloodshed, but I think it's more likely they
want to avoid a scandal.

“As for your horsemanship evaluation, several
Hunters reported hearing Master Pike say, only a master horseman,
or a fool, would ever ride a mountain pony, since you were observed
doing just that, they decided to count that, as well.”

“Why, sir? Why the sudden change of heart by the
Council all of a sudden?” she asked.

“Don’t mistake this as a change of heart. They still
want you out of the Guild, so you still have to watch your back.”
He told her. “Don’t you see? The Council made a mistake and they
want to avoid any bad publicity.”

“What mistake?”

“For starters, they were watching the wrong cadet.
Eric Rimes actions, against the Guild, have raised a lot of
questions about who has how much influence over the Council. If it
got out, that Eric’s admittance was bought and paid for, it will
seriously undermine the Guild’s credibility. By passing you, they
can avoid any negative publicity.”

“So, I’m getting a free pass, just to keep me
quiet?” Kile said in amazement. It wasn’t exactly how she wanted to
become a Hunter.

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Oblum replied. “You’ve
passed every test and you’ve earned the title of Hunter. There was
going to be a lot of people watching your final evaluations. The
Council couldn’t take the chance that, certain questions, might
come up. This way, it’s all nice and simple.”

“I suppose so.” Kile replied.

“Look, all you have to do is, prove the Council was
wrong about you from the start, which means, keep your nose clean
during your probationary year,” Oblum said. “Personally, I think
you are more qualified to hold the title of Hunter, then some of
the Hunters who have passed through this Academy.”

“Thank you, sir.” Kile replied. She wasn’t sure if
he meant what he said, but it was nice to hear it.

Reaching for the door, Oblum paused and looked out
the window. “One more thing,” he said.

“What's that, sir?” Kile asked.

“You have two visitors who, for some reason, really
want to see you. I’ve been trying to keep them out, but they’ve
been driving me crazy.”

“Um, I guess it’s alright.”

She expected to see Daniel and Alex, or Carter and
Daniel, or any combination of the two, what she wasn’t expecting,
was two large black mastiffs, charging through the door when Oblum
opened it. Gorum was nice enough to stop at her bedside, Hunar, on
the other hand, leapt onto the bottom of the bed, almost bouncing
Kile off.

“I’ve never seen them take to anyone, before.” Oblum
said with a smile.
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“So, how are we today?” Daniel asked, setting a tray
of food down beside Kile’s bed.

“Miserable.” She replied.

She had been cooped up in the Halls of Healing for
another five days, even though she insisted she was completely
fine. Even Morgan came to her defense, explain to the healer, the
effects of overtaxing one's Edge are a temporary condition, and
Kile should be well enough to leave, but Bealer wouldn’t hear it.
He was in charge of the halls and he would decide when a patient
was well enough to be discharged. It got into such a heated
exchange between the two old men. Each claimed to know more about
the situation than the other. Kile hid under her covers until it
all blew over. Neither one conceding to the other’s opinion and
Morgan left in a huff or actually, it was more like a puff, as he
suddenly disappeared in a cloud of smoke. She was sure the smoke
was left for Mr. Bealer’s benefit, since she had seen Morgan enter
and exit places before, without leaving anything behind.

“Come on, you have to eat,” Daniel said, setting the
tray up and sliding it over her bed. She was sure he was enjoying
this a little too much. The tray held a serving of fried potatoes,
steamed broccoli and a slice of the chief’s apple pie for dessert.
At least there wasn’t any meat on the tray this time. The first
night she was able to eat a decent meal, Mr. Bealer brought in a
large steak, insisting the only way for her to regain her strength
was to eat red meat. Needless to say she wouldn’t even touch the
meal. This only raised Bealer’s concern about her loss of appetite
and was probably responsible for her overly long stay in this most
luxurious of resorts.

The Halls of Healing were actually an appropriate
name, if not unoriginal. The room was considerably longer than it
was wider and resembled a long hallway with a row of windows, which
overlooked the compound along one wall, and a row of beds for
patients along the other. Kile was fortunate enough to get the one
closest to the door. On more than one occasion, she thought about
making a run for it, except Mr. Bealer posted a guard. She almost
through the man didn’t trust her.

“Do I have to feed you?” Daniel asked.

“You do and I’ll break your arm,” She replied,
pushing the potatoes around the plate. “When can I get out of
here?” she asked.

“Soon,” he said, but he was just echoing Mr. Bealer.
She heard him say the same thing, for the last five days.

“When is soon?”

There was a long pause, and Daniel avoided eye
contact.

“What’s going on?” She asked. “Why can’t I
leave?”

Those paranoid feelings were starting to creep back
in.

“Master Bealer said, you can leave anytime you
want.”

She dropped the fork on her plate and stared at
Daniel. At first she wasn’t sure she heard correctly, and then she,
thought he was joking.

“Seriously?” she asked.

“His actual words were more in the line of, get her
out of here, she is driving me crazy,” Daniel laughed.

“Get my boots, I am so out of here,” she shouted,
pushing the tray away and nearly jumping out of bed. She quickly
grabbed her clothes from the back of the chair and started to get
dressed. She wanted to be out of this dreadfully boring place
before anyone could change their minds.

“You still have to take it easy, Master Bealer’s
orders,” Daniel informed her. “You don’t want to go rushing around
and have a relapse,” he added, handing Kile her boots.

Sitting down on the bed, she quickly pulled them on.
“Relapse,” she laughed. “There isn’t going to be a relapse because
I have no intention of ever trying that again.”

After she got one boot on, she stopped, and looked
at Daniel suspiciously. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner, instead of
bringing me supper?” she asked.

“It never came up,” he replied.

She could tell he was keeping something from her. He
had a mischievous smile, trying to break out.

“When was I released?” she asked.

“What difference does it make?” Daniel said, taking
a step closer to the door. “You’ve been released.”

“When… did he… release me?” she asked very
deliberately.

“Oh, I don’t know exactly,” Daniel replied with a
casual shrug. “Sometime… yesterday afternoon.”

She said nothing, instead she pulled on her other
boot, stomped her foot, to make sure it was on all the way, and
slowly got to her feet.

Turning to Daniel, she smiled. “You are so dead,”
she told him through clenched teeth.

“Now, Kile, just wait a minute,” he laughed.

“I could have been out of here yesterday,” she said,
taking a step closer to him. “And instead, you prolonged my stay
for your own amusement.”

Daniel knew when to retreat and made a run for the
door. She made a desperate lunge after him, and probably would have
caught him, if she hadn’t been stopped.

“Cadet Veller.”

“Sir?” she said, turning around and coming to
attention. Bealer slowly navigated his way up the hall. She could
have pretended she didn’t hear him. She could have been out of the
door by now. As long as he didn’t want her to stay longer, she
would listen to what the old healer had to say.

“You must not over exert yourself. You are to take
it easy for the next couple of days. You’ve had a nasty spell and
we wouldn’t want any relapses,” he said.

Why was everyone talking about relapses?

“No, sir, sorry, sir,” she replied.

“I want to see you back here in two days, for a full
evaluation. We are still not completely sure what caused you to
pass out like that.”

He might not be completely sure, but she was. She
knew the effects of her Edge, especially the Maligar, and she knew
the side effects of it as well. To suddenly snap back to her own
reality, after having her identity split between twenty six horses
and one stubborn old cat, was more than she could take. Bealer
wouldn’t understand, and she really couldn’t explain it to him.

“Yes, sir,”

“Okay then, get out of here, and tell Daniel he can
take the rest of the afternoon off,” he said, dismissing her with a
wave of his hand. “I have to go into town as see if I can solve
some supply issues.”

“Yes, sir, thank you, sir,” Kile replied, reaching
for the door, she stopped and grabbed the slice of apple pie before
leaving.

 


The sky was gray, the trees were bare and her last
winter at the Academy was quickly overtaking her. The supper shift
was over, which meant, most of the cadets would either be somewhere
practicing what they learned earlier that day, or back in their
rooms, dreading about what they would have to learn tomorrow. She
saw Daniel talking with Carter and the two of them were laughing at
something or someone. As she got closer, Carter must have warned
him, because Daniel suddenly turned then ducked behind his friend.
Kile ignored him.

“Nice to see you’re finally up and about,” Carter
said.

“Thanks, it would have been a day sooner if I had
known,” she replied.

“Where are you off to now?” he asked.

“I thought I’d go take a look at the stables, see
how much damage was done. Do you know where they’re holding our
horses?”

“The staff were forced to rent space in the city
stables, as for the cadet’s horses, they have some out in the
western paddock and a few up on the north wall, until they can find
a suitable place for them. I think Grim’s up there, if you're
looking for him.”

“Thanks.” She replied. “Oh, and if you see Daniel,
tell him, Master Bealer had to go into town and he needs him to
work late. He said something about having to clean out the
bedpans.”

“Are you kidding?” Daniel asked, stepping out from
behind Carter, all pretense of mirth, gone.

“Oh… there you are,” she said.

“Very funny, Ky. Does he really want me to work
tonight?”

“That’s what he told me. He said he had to go into
town to work out a supply problem and he wants you to work
tonight.”

“Great,” Daniel said, throwing up his arms with a
heavy sigh. “I thought Jarred was supposed to work tonight. I
better get started. I guess I’ll see you guys later,” he said,
heading back to the hall.

“See you, Danny,” Carter shouted back and waited
until his friend was out of earshot. “He doesn’t have to work
tonight, does he?” he asked Kile.

“That depends,” she replied. “Do you know where I
can find Jarred to tell him he has the night off?”

“I know where his, I’ll give him the good news,”
Carter said with a grin.

 


She arrived at the stables, or what was left of
them. The place she once dared to call home, was now just a pile of
black ash, and charred sticks protruding from the ground like
little tombstones. Only the stone foundation gave credence to the
existence of the structure which once stood there. She stepped
through the remains of the archway she passed under so many times
before, kicking at a beam which disintegrated under her foot.
Reaching into her pocket, her fingers found the blue and white
stone which was still there. They didn’t take it from her when they
brought her to the hall. It’s possible, they didn’t realize what it
was, but then, she didn’t know what it was either. So much
destruction, for something so trivial.

Putting the stables behind her, she headed up
towards the northern wall, where she found the make shift paddock.
It was a random series of gates, poles and fences tied together
with rope to keep the horses in one place. Three boys were in the
process of feeding them. Their uniforms were not Guild issued, so
they weren’t cadets. They were probably from the city stables, most
likely, the one the staff was forced to use. The horses appeared to
be in good spirits after their harrowing experience, but that was
ten days ago. They didn’t seem to hold any ill feelings towards her
when she approached, and a few of them raised their head and called
out to her when they saw her.

“Can I help you miss?” one boy asked, stepping away
from the others. He was the tallest one and had a mop of shaggy,
brown, hair covering his eyes. She was surprised he could even see
her. He wasn’t much older than she was, and it felt a bit odd,
being addressed with so much respect from someone her own age.

“I’ve come to see my horse, make sure he’s alright,”
she replied.

The shaggy haired boy appeared to be a bit
skeptical. He probably didn’t know there was a female cadet at the
Academy, or maybe he was wondering why it took her so long to check
up on her horse. They’ve been here for over a week. Either way, she
wasn’t really in the mood to explain it to him.

“Which one would that be, miss?” he finally asked,
looking over the row of horses. His eyes favored the grays. Maybe
that’s what he thought girls were supposed to ride.

“I see him,” she replied.

It wasn’t difficult to find Grim. The horse was
isolated from the others, tethered to the largest tree with the
thickest rope and looking as miserable and as ornery as ever. When
he saw her, his mood picked up, but if she wanted to be honest
about it, it was more likely the slice of apple pie she was
carrying which attracted his attention. She started to walk towards
him, when the shaggy haired boy grabbed her arm, an action which
almost made her drop the dessert.

“You can’t go over there, miss,” the boys said. He
looked genuinely concerned.

“And why not?” she asked.

“That there’s a dangerous horse. He almost bit off
Pete’s hand,” the boy replied.

Maybe Pete should keep his hand away from the
horse’s mouth, she thought.

“It’ll be fine,” she assured him.

“I’m sorry, miss. We have orders. No one is allowed
to go near that horse.” He said. The other two boys nodded in
agreement.

“Whose orders?” she asked.

“Mr. Revers, for one,” the shaggy boy replied.

“And then there was that Pike fellow,” one of the
other boys added.

“Master Pike I know too well.” Kile said. “But who
is this, Mr. Revers, when he’s at home?”

“That’s who we work for, miss. Carl Revers, he owns
the Moonwood stables. He sent us up here to tend the horses.”

“So, he’s the one who isolated the mountain pony?”
she asked.

“Yes, miss,” the boy replied.

“It took eight men to do it,” another boy added.

“I’m sure it did.” Kile replied, and continued
towards Grim. The boy grabbed her arm, again. Grim reared up and
stomped the ground. The other two boys back away, to a safer
distance. She found the boy’s reaction to Grim, amusing. It
appeared, being thirty some odd feet away from him, was not far
enough. They didn’t know Grim was only trying to protect his apple
pie.

“I’m serious, miss. He is dangerous,” the shaggy
haired boy repeated. There was a note of desperation in his
voice.

If she dropped Grim’s dessert, then they’d know how
dangerous a mountain pony could be.

“So, who would I have to speak with, to get
permission to… visit… the horse?” She asked. She left out the fact,
technically, the horse was hers. She was curious to see how far
this would play out.

“Visit the horse, miss?” The boy asked, as if the
question was beyond comprehension.

“Yes, you know, actually walk over to the horse,”
she clarified.

“Why would you want to do that, miss?” One of the
other boys asked.

The whole ‘miss’ thing was starting to get on her
nerves.

“To give him his pie,” she replied, holding up the
dessert. She watched, as the confused boys exchanged looks.
Clearly, they thought she was as mad as the mountain pony.

“Well… I guess you would have to talk with either
Mr. Revers or that Pike guy.” The shaggy haired boy answered.

“How about, the horse’s owner?” she asked.

“I don’t think he has one, miss,” the boy said,
shaking his head. “Mr. Revers says, no one in their right mind
would own a mountain pony, let alone ride one.”

“Oh, that’s good,” she laughed. “I’ve never been
accused of being in my right mind. So, can I go see my horse
now?”

The shaggy haired boy quickly released her arm and
watched in awe as Kile walked over to where Grim was straining at
the rope. She was sure, if they kept his dessert away from him any
longer, he would either break the rope or uprooted the tree. She
held the slice of pie out to him, and he inhaled it in one
bite.

“How are they treating you otherwise?” she asked,
stroking his side and looked him over. There was no sign of injury,
but his thick, shaggy, coat made it nearly impossible to tell
without a thorough inspection, something Grim was not very keen
to.

-A bunch of stupid, little, vir, children. How do
you put up with them?-

“They mean well. I heard you gave Master Pike a good
scare.”

-That’s another one. Foolish little vir thinks, just
because they call him a Horse Master, he can order me around.-

“I wanted to thank you, for saving the other
horses.”

-I didn’t save the other horses. That was your
fault, I went back in to get you out.-

“Better be careful, that almost sounded as if you
cared about me,” she laughed.

-Well… you’re my only means out of here, aren’t
you?-

“I suppose I am. So, you better behave yourself. No
more scaring the kiddies, no more biting the boys’ hands, when they
try to feed you, no more harassing the other horses.”

-Doesn’t leave me much to do.-

“I’ll tell you what. If you behave yourself, I’ll
try to bring you another slice of pie tomorrow.”

-Two-

“Two then… if… I can get them and if you behave. Do
we have a deal?”

-Can I still scare the Horse Master?-

“Oh sure, you can still do that, just don’t hurt
anyone else. Is it a deal?”

Grim looked over to where the three boys were
staring at him. Kile could only image what was running through the
mountain pony’s mind.

-It’s a deal.-

He reluctantly replied, shaking his long hairy
mane.

“So, I can tell them, they have nothing to fear,
now. They can come over and feed you, water you, groom you.”

-No grooming, I don’t want their little hands all
over me.-

“Fine, no grooming, just feeding and watering,” she
said. Stroking his nose, something Grim didn’t normally allow her
to do. Maybe he was mellowing. “Come on, it's only another six
month, and then we’re gone, we are out of here. Neither one of us
will have to put up with this after then.”

She walked back to where the three boys were
standing, their jaws hanging open in awe. Anyone would have thought
she just interacted with a dragon, instead of an ill tempered
mountain pony.

“It’s okay, he’s agreed to behave,” she said, wiping
the pie crumbs and horse saliva off her hand. “You can feed him and
water him, just don’t try to groom him.”

Walking past them, she approached the makeshift
paddock where the other horses were now vying for her attention.
She tried to stroke each noise which was pushed in her direction,
feeling the ever present stares of the boys behind her.

 


It was getting late when she headed towards the
Great Hall. She spent more time in the paddock than she intended.
She felt she needed to speak with each of the horses, apologizing
for what she did to them, using the Maligar. Fortunately, most of
them didn’t really understand what happened, or even remembered,
but she did relay their personal little grievances to the three
boys who were attending them. Although, she didn’t tell them how
she knew, or where she was getting her information from. She
thought they might have suspected, even if they couldn’t believe
it. The oldest boy even offered to put in a good word with Mr.
Revere. It appears, the stable owner was often looking for extra
help, and since she was so good with the horses, he might even hire
her, in spite of the fact she was a girl. She gave the boy a half
hearted thanks and walked away.

Kile didn’t want to see the damage done to the Great
Hall, even though, according to what she heard, the fire was kept
under control. It wasn’t so much the structural damage which
bothered her, that could be fixed, it was the loss of the history.
The stables were difficult to look at from her personal point of
view. It was there, she felt the most at home, but in the end it
was just a building. The Great Hall went deeper than that.

She was a little surprised the cleanup was started
so quickly, but then, the fire was almost ten days ago. The walls
survived, although they were stained with black soot. The great
doors had been removed as well as most of the glass from the
windows. Kile walked up the short flight of stairs and peered into
the gallery. It was worse than she feared.

The place was nearly gutted. Those displays, which
survived the fire, were placed into storage. The ones which weren’t
so lucky ended up as a pile of debris in the center of the floor.
Most of the portraits were now gone, the few that remained were so
badly damaged, it was nearly impossible to tell who they originally
were. The rafters burned through and there was no longer a roof to
speak of, even the stairs did not survive the fire, only the
catwalk ending in midair gave any evidence there was a flight of
stairs there to begin with, but worse of all, the small room under
those stairs, was no more.

Kicking aside a stay roof tile she watched it skid
across the marble floor. It was all gone, she thought. What would
the next group of Hunters look to for inspiration or the ones after
that? They could rebuild the rooms, but they would never replace
the artifacts. She stepped over a fallen beam and walked to where
the secret little gallery would have been… if it was still there.
The door was gone. The room was empty, the contents having found
their way to the large pile in the center of the Great Hall. A
charred piece of wood, which once framed the portrait of Risa
Ta’re, was all that remained of the Alverian. Kile picked it up and
beneath it found the small brass key to the door. It was bent out
of shape, from the heat of the fire, but there wasn’t a lock for it
to fit anyway. Mathew Latherby entrusted the key to her, and this
was how she repaid him. She clutched the key tightly in her hand,
then turned to leave, but didn’t get very far.

He was standing in the gallery, staring up at the
place his portrait once hung. It was the first place she spoke to
him, nearly three years ago. She thought about slipping away
quietly, leaving him to his ghosts, but she owed him more than
that. She stood behind him, not knowing what to say, but she didn’t
have to say anything.

“I thought I’d find you here, eventually.” the Guild
Master said.

He didn’t sound angry, or sad, or like the fool he
usually sounded like, when he spoke with the staff, if anything, he
sounded tired. He turned around when she didn’t answer, and a wisp
of a smile crossed his lips.

“What do you have there?” he asked.

She looked down at her hands. She hadn’t realized
she was still holding the charred piece of frame, or the small
brass key, she held them both out for him to see.

“It's funny, isn’t it,” he said, taking the charred
piece of wood and turned it over in his hands. “We see it, and we
never really notice it, until it’s no longer there. I must have
looked at this frame a million times, and I never really saw
it.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” She said, trying to hold back the
tears.

“Sorry, for what?”

“It’s my fault, if I wasn’t here that night, this
would never have happened.”

“Am I to expel you, for an accident? Would that make
you feel better?” he asked her. “Well, I’m not going to. You were
one link in a chain of events. You had no control over this, and
from what I heard, you handled yourself quite well under the
situation, the way a Hunter should.”

“But sir… it’s all gone.”

“So,” Mathew grinned. He kicked a scorched helmet
across the room. It bounced off the wall, skidded across the
charred marbled floor, and came to rest at the base of the pile.
“Not bad for an old man,” he laughed.

“I don’t understand.”

“No, probably not,” Mathew sighed, “But you will,
you will. You see Kile, I’ve been a Hunter a lot longer than you
could probably imagine. This…” He said, raising his arm and
encompassing the room. “This is nothing. Do you know why Hunters
dress like vagabonds, like ruffians, why the best don’t look as if
they slept for days or taken a bath in weeks. It’s because they put
little stock in the comforts of life. Oh sure, they’ll treat
themselves to a good meal after a successful mission, or they might
splurge on a well crafted saddle, but the luxurious, trapping of
day to day life, is just not for the Hunter.

“What a Hunter has, what he owns, is what fits on
his horse. He doesn’t need paintings or works of art, or artifacts
or overstuffed mattresses, they’re fine for most people, but can
you imagine carrying that stuff around with you every day. I’m not
saying it's true for all Hunters, there are some who indulge
themselves, they actually purchase houses within the city limits
and stuff them with the finer things of life, but they spend their
entire career fearing and longing for their possessions.

“The true Hunter is constantly moving from place to
place, going where he’s needed. He doesn’t have time to fear for
treasures which he has no use for or long for his home, if he does
that, then he’s not doing what he is supposed to be doing, and that
is, helping the people.

“That’s all this was.” Mathew said, walking around
the empty gallery, pointing out pictures which were no longer
there. “These were frivolous trappings of egotistical Hunters who
forgot what being a Hunter really meant. I have to include myself
among them.”

“But sir, you’re the…”

“The Guild Master, the head honcho, the Grand
Hunter. Titles, Kile, just empty words. I’m guilty of trying to
capture the ghosts of my past in small wooden prisons.” He said,
holding up the charred piece of frame. “What are the four things a
Hunter really needs?” he asked her.

The sudden question stumped her, she was sure this
never came up in any class discussion. Therefore, she couldn’t give
him an answer.

“Forget about everything you’ve read, forget about
everything you’ve learned at this Academy. What are the four key
things every Hunter needs?”

“I don’t know.” She replied.

“First, they need a good horse, second, they need a
good weapon, third, they need a good heart and fourth, they need a
good head on their shoulders. When I started out as a Hunter that
was all I had and that was all I ever needed. I’m not sure when it
all changed. When did we start requiring all these rules and
regulations? I think, if I tried to become a Hunter today, I would
probably fail the tests.”

“But, didn’t the history, the artifacts, mean
anything?” she asked.

“Maybe a handful of artifact had any real value, and
I’m sure, there will be a lot of Hunters lamenting over the loss of
portraits and displays. As for history, well, history is written by
the victors. You think the legends of these Hunters were all true?
No, history is ever changing and don’t let anyone tell you
otherwise. Someone will find something, which will change the idea
of something else, and before you know it, the things you thought
you knew, are no longer the things you know.”

That's one she would have to think on, when she had
more time. She followed Mathew around the remains of the
gallery.

“Maybe it’s time to renovate.” He said, running his
finger over the soot stained plaster. “Maybe it’s time to clean out
a few cobwebs, remove a few displays and replace them with new
ones. There’s a whole new set of Hunter out there now, maybe it’s
time for you guys to rewrite the history, restock the gallery with
your own adventures, your own artifacts, you own grotesquely out of
proportioned portraits. Maybe this was all a blessing in disguise,
a wake up call, to tell us we’re getting too complacent in our
beliefs, that we’re getting too far ahead of ourselves. We have to
get back to what we were, Kile before we can really know what we
are supposed to be.”

Stopping at the pile of debris in the center of the
gallery, he held the charred piece of wood gently in his hands.
“You were right my love, you always were. You warned me this would
happen one day, and I didn’t listen. We have forgotten where we
came from, I suppose, this really is goodbye.”

Kile was getting a little uncomfortable. She didn’t
like to be referred to as, my love, but then, she realized, Master
Latherby wasn’t talking to her, he was talking to the charred
remains of Risa Ta’re’s frame, which he held in his hands. He
kissed the piece of wood and tossed it onto the pile, then
whispered something in a language she didn’t understand. He stood
there, in silence, staring at the pile before suddenly turning and
sprinting across the gallery in long legged strides.

“You see this place here,” He shouted, smacking the
wall. A large section of the plaster fell at his feet. “My picture
hung here for countless years, it also hung over there… and… over
there,” He said, pointing across the room. “But that's an entirely
different story. Your portrait is going to hang right here… after
we patch the wall, of course.”

“My portrait?” she replied a bit surprised. Wasn’t
he getting a little ahead of himself?

“Well, not yet, you still have a long way to go, but
I think your portraits will hang here soon enough. But, you’re not
ready yet. You, Kile, have almost everything you need to be a great
Hunter.”

“Me, sir? I’ve barely passed the courses as it
is.”

“Oh, forget about the courses, forget about the
Academy. I’ve seen my share of Hunters, pretty much all of them,
and I can tell the good ones from the bad ones before they ever set
foot within the Academy. You are going to be one of the good ones.
No, you are going to be one of the great ones.”

“Well… thank you, sir… I guess.” She said, not
knowing what else to say.

“But not so fast. I said you have almost everything
you need.” He said, scratching his chin. “What are the four key
things every Hunter needs?”

“A good horse, a good weapon, a good heart and a
good head on their shoulders,” She answered.

“There, you see, you’ve passed the most important
test, as far as I’m concerned.” He laughed. He held up four fingers
and ticked them off as he started to explain.” “You have a good
heart, you’ve proven that. Nobody but a complete fool, or a good
hearted person, would run into a burning building to save horses,
or go out of their way to save a yarrow’s life. You have a good
head on your shoulders, even though you’ve almost had it knocked
off a few times, but you’ve managed to keep it, when it counts. You
have a good horse. Grim will make you an excellent companion, just
listen to what he has to tell you, but don’t agree with everything
he has to say. Now, there’s one more thing you still need… what was
that?”

“A good weapon?” she asked.

Turning, he picked up a bundled wrapped in cloth,
which was sitting next to the wall. Kile had mistaken it as just
more debris, until he handed it to her. She was a bit hesitant to
take it, but instantly recognized the feel and weight when she held
it in her hands. She untied the cloth, knowing what was inside, and
pulled it back to reveille the worn wooden handles of a pair of
Lann.

“Sir, I can’t accept this,” she protested.

“Why not?” Mathew asked. He wasn’t disappointed by
her refusal. In fact, it appeared he almost expected it.

“Sir, these belong to Risa Ta’re.”

“Yes, and she doesn’t need them anymore.”

“But, sir…”

“Why can’t you take them, Kile, why do you feel you
don’t deserve them?” he asked.

“Because, sir…”

“Because why, because you’re a girl, because you’re
a vir, because you have Orseen blood, because you have red hair,
because you can talk to animals, because you’re a farmer’s
daughter, because you hale from Riverport, why don’t you feel you
deserve them Kile?” He asked, or more like pressured, until the
only answer she could think of was the one she blurted out.

“Because I’m useless.”

The words echoed off the empty gallery walls until
they came back to her time and time again, repeating what it was
her father always said. She couldn’t look at the Lann, she couldn’t
look at Mathew. She just cast her eyes to the floor and handed the
blades back to the Guild Master, but he never took them.

“Do you really feel useless?” he asked her.

She couldn’t answer.

“A useless person wouldn’t stand up to a bully to
protect a kid she didn’t know, or make a deal with a horse, so he
wouldn’t be sent back to the work yard. A useless person wouldn’t
give a cadet a second, or even a third chance to prove himself. She
wouldn’t save a yarrow, from the mouth of a cat, or cry for the
life of a rabbit. Help a friend pass a survival test with the aid
of squirrels, do I have to go on, because I can.

“You look at these things as being trivial, possible
even childish acts, I see these things as who you are, and they
don’t describe a useless person,” he said, placing his hand on her
shoulder. “Now, if you want to give them back, I will take them,
but they will always be yours.”

She slowly brought the Lann to her chest and
clutched them tightly. “Thank you, sir,” She whispered.

“Good, now that we’ve gotten that settled, there is
some Guild business which needs my attention. They say it can’t
wait, but they always say it can’t wait. One would wonder how
anything gets done if I’m not around.” Mathew said and headed for
the door.

“Sir, wait,” Kile called out. She reached into her
pocket and pulled out the small blue and white stone. “I don’t know
if this is important, but this was what Eric was trying to steal,
the night of the fire,” She said, handing it to him.

When she dropped it in his outstretched hand, she
could have sworn, it started to glow, if just for a second, before
returning to its dull colors. It could have been a trick of the
light, with half the ceiling missing, it was a good
explanation.

“Are you sure, this was what he wanted?” Mathew
asked, and all the levity in his voice was gone. He closed his hand
around the small stone.

“There were two of them, I’m sure of that, but I
only mangled to retrieve the one, he got away with the other.”

“I see.”

“Is it… important?” She asked.

He smiled, but she couldn’t help noticing, this one
appeared a little forced.

“No, I don’t think so. He probably thought it was
some gem or something. Figured he could sell it for a few coins. I
wouldn’t worry,” Mathew replied, slipping the stone into his
pocket. Although, he told her not to worry, it was clear he
was.
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Things changed at the Academy, since the day of the
fire, but Kile couldn’t tell if it was for the better or the worse.
For her part, the days seemed to move slower, dragging on longer,
but there wasn’t as much tension as when Eric was around. His
actions, and ultimately his escape, were a popular subject among
the cadets, even the first years knew his name and spoke of him.
The problem was, some talked about his actions with such awe and
respect, he soon became something of a folk idol to some of the
younger cadets. It made her physically ill to hear them talk about
his deeds, as if he was some courageous hero who had been
persecuted by the establishment. She actually fears for the future
of the Hunter’s Guild. When these kids suffered through their three
years at the Academy and their one year of probation, what path
would they be walking? Was this the beginning of the end for the
Guild of which Oblum spoke of? Of course, there was some glimmer of
hope, although, she hated to admit it. For every cadet who spoke
with reverence towards Eric Rimes, there was another, who spoke of
the deeds of Kile Veller.

It was embarrassing for her to walk into the dining
hall and hear the whispers and feel the stares. She was able to
accept them, when the remarks were all derogatory, but now the
younger cadets whisper their admiration and stare in awe as she
passed. It got to a point where, she once again, dreaded going into
the dining Hall. She thought about having her meal delivered to her
room, if it was even possible.

For the most part, the Academy was healing itself
slowly. Work was started on the reconstruction of the stables and
the rebuilding of the Great Hall. Although, it was forced to stop
during the colder winter months, but as soon as the spring rolled
around the construction continued. Workers from the city arrived
early in the morning and left by the evening light, disrupting just
about every class they could. Instructors were doubling up in the
few rooms which were still safe to occupy, and a few were forced to
use the storage areas or the dining Hall. The third year horses
were transferred, from their temporary enclosure, to the city
stables to make room for the second year horses, which only just
arrived. Although, it had been interrupted, life at the Academy
limped on through the winter as best as it could, and when spring
finally came, it was a welcome relief for both students and
faculty.

 


Kile was once again summoned to Morgan’s tower, this
time it would be for her final evaluation in the mystic arts and
the use of her Edge. There was only three months left to go at the
Academy and the excitement could already be felt. The third year
cadets were already started to slack off, coasting through the
final days, until the graduation ceremony, where they would be
receiving their destination papers and their certification
credentials. From there they would be off to… where ever their
destination papers told them they would be off to.

Reaching the door of Morgan’s tower, she knocked
three times and entered.

“Sir, are you in here?” she called out from the
foyer where she hung her hat on the rack.

“Oh, Kile, please come in,” the mystic replied.

She followed his voice down the hall and into the
main room. His room, at this point, was neater than it had ever
been over the last three years, and to think, he would have to pack
it all up in less than three months when he moved back to the
Mystic Tower, leaving the room vacant for the next mystic for next
year's class.

Morgan was sitting in his overstuffed winged back
chair, sipping his tea. The floating globe of fire was neither
heating nor cooling the room, at least, she couldn’t feel any
difference from the outside temperature. It was probably there just
for the atmosphere, she figured.

“Please, be seated,” Morgan said, directing her to
the other chair, which she was becoming all too familiar with. At
least now she was able to sit in it without having to worry about
how she was going to get out of it.

“Care for some tea?” he asked her.

“Thank you, sir,” she replied, falling into the
chair. She accepted the tea, and although, she never developed much
of a taste for it, she thought it rude to refuse it. She set the
cup down on the side table and fished through her pouch, producing
a small metal box.

“I don’t suppose I’ll need this anymore,” she said,
handing it to Morgan.

“No, I suppose not, now you are graduating,” the old
mystic replied. He took the box from her and carefully opened the
lid. The flame, which warmed her cell through the cold winter
nights, was quickly swallowed up by the fire which spawned it so
long ago. Morgan closed his hands over the box and it too was
gone.

“So, this is it,” He said, taking a sip from the
cup. “Your final evaluation in the mystic arts, how do you
feel?”

“I’d be lying if I said I felt confident, sir,” she
replied.

Setting his cup down on the table, Morgan laughed.
It was a little strange to see the mystic so relaxed and she
wondered how much rum was in his tea.

“Well then, let me put you at ease,” he said.
“You’ve past.”

Kile sat there for a few moments, unsure of how to
take the news. She anticipated some type of assessment of her
skills, or possibly some lengthy mystic evaluation, with flashing
lights and thunder, or something, but to simply sit there and be
told she passed, that was not what she expected.

“So, that’s it?” she asked. It seamed like an
anticlimactic ending to all her studies.

“What do you want me to do, give you a test?” he
asked.

“I kind of thought there would be something,” she
replied.

He laughed again, shaking his head.

“There is no test I can give, especially for someone
like you. Every cadet’s Edge is different, in both ability and
strength. There is no real yardstick which I can use to measure
them. All I am required to do is inform the Guild, whether I
believe a cadet has control of his Edge, and whether that Edge is
sufficient, for what is required of a Hunter.”

“And mine is?” she asked.

“Do you really feel you need to ask?” Morgan said,
raising one of his furry little eyebrows.

“I suppose not,” she replied.

“You’ve already proven to me, you have enough
control over your Edge you are not a danger to yourself or others,
and that can use it effectively. But you must understand, it
doesn’t mean your studies are over.”

“What do you mean?”

“The mystic arts are anything but predictable,
especially in Hunters. When someone enters the Tower, to start
their life as a mystic, they are immersed in the art of their
sphere. They must learn all there is to know about the sphere which
they are influenced by, so they can control the power they possess.
Hunters, on the other hand, have rather limited abilities. They
know only one or two skills which are associated with the sphere
they are influenced by. For instance, Eric Rimes. As you are no
doubt aware, his sphere of influence was that of fire. He learned
how to wield it quite effectively, but his skill is limited. He
could create it, and project it, but that was where his skill
ended. A fire mystic must know more, he must know, not only how to
create fire, but to manipulate it, and extinguish it, skills which
Eric, at this moment, does not have.”

“Should you be telling me this, sir? I mean, I
thought a Hunter’s Edge was kept between the Hunter and the
mystic.”

“This is true.” Morgan said, raising one finger,
which always meant he had a lot more to say. “As of yesterday, Eric
Rimes is no longer a Hunter. The Guild has placed an open script on
his head, and therefore he is no longer afforded the privileges of
confidentiality.”

“An open script?”

She was surprised it had gone that far, or that Eric
was able avoid capture for so long. Somehow, he managed to stay
ahead of his pursuers through the winter, and now it appeared, they
were not getting any closer to bringing him in. She knew Eric, and
she knew he wasn’t very competent, at least, not without help.

“You said he didn’t have the skills to control fire,
at this movement.” she said, trying to get back on track. She
didn’t want to think about Eric, let alone talk about him, but the
mystic was going somewhere with this and if she didn’t get him
focused, he could go off on tangents all afternoon. “Does that mean
he could learn new skills?” she asked.

“Oh yes, he has the capability of learning much
more. All Hunters do, if they are willing to study at it, but that
is where the predictability ends. You see, a Hunter only has three
years to study their art, or Edge if you will. It is enough time to
perfect one skill, such as Eric’s ability to create, for lack of a
better description, balls of fire, but, through time and use, he
could improve upon that skill, and even learn new ones.”

“So he could learn how to… manipulate fire or
control it other ways,” she clarified.

“That is correct, and because he understands the
sphere, he could teach himself the other skills, to a certain
degree. Without consulting someone who truly knows and understands
the sphere of fire, he could only archive a limited knowledge of
other skills. You see, the relationship between the mystic and the
student doesn’t end when the student graduate the Academy. It
continues until the student is no longer a Hunter, or the mystic is
no longer a mystic, although for the most part, Hunters have
limited interest in pursuing their arts any farther than their
personal Edge.”

“So… you’re no longer his mystics,” Kile
concluded.

“Oh, give me some credit,” Morgan replied a bit
flustered. He took a sip of his tea. “Eric is no longer one of my
students, not that he ever really was. Sure, I showed him how to
control the Edge he possessed, but that was about it. It is not my
place to judge who should and who shouldn’t be a Hunter, but
between you and me, it was a mistake to even let him back into the
entry examination.”

“Then why was he?” she asked. She already knew the
answer. His father was the cousin to the crown, and that carried
quite a bit of weight.

“Mystics try to stay out of the affairs of state as
well as those of the guilds,” Morgan replied. “We are simply here
to assist in the training of the Hunter in the use of their Edge,
but that is not important right now, what is important is, you. You
are different from Eric, well, let’s face it, you are different
from most Hunters.”

“Different? How?”

“As you know, you don’t fall into any sphere, and
therefore your skill level is, currently… unknown. We have no way
of knowing what you can and cannot do, or how far your skills can
go or even what skills you can develop over time.”

“I can communicate with animals. I know that, I
don’t see how much farther that can go.”

“Don’t you? When you arrived here, you didn’t even
know you could do that and neither did I, but within one year we
have learned, through a series of tests, that, not only can you
communicate with the natural world, you can even control it, if
necessary. You’ve also told me about your heightened senses, your
sense of smell, your sense of hearing, even your night vision has
improved.”

“But you said those were just me, channeling Vesper,
or the dogs.”

“I’m afraid that was just a hypothesis, but I am not
so sure it was an accurate one. Without further testing, or
conclusive evidence, we can only guess at the source of those
abilities.”

“So… my Edge could be… changing me?” she asked.

“In a way… yes,” he replied.

That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. It was bad
enough her Edge separated her from the other cadets, in that she
was different in what she could do, but if she became different in
what she was, then what? She would truly be a freak on the inside
as well as the out.

“I wouldn’t be too worried about it,” Morgan assured
her. “I don’t think you’ll grow a tail and long ears
overnight.”

“But you’re not sure,” she said.

“Well… there were a few more experiments which I
would have liked to try had we the time. The Alverie had a very
strong connection with the natural world, and through further
research, I have discovered a great deal about their connection and
about some of the unique skills a few of them possessed. I must
say, some of them were quite fascinating.”

“What kind of… skills?” she asked.

“I’m not saying you possess all the skills, no one
Alva possessed all the skills.”

“Then, what are we talking about?”

“Well, as you know, there were some who could
communicate with the flora of the natural world, the plants and the
trees. Of course, we know you can’t, at least, not right now.”

Well, that was encouraging, sort of.

“Then of course there were the senses. There is some
documentation of Alverie who possessed heightened senses of smell,
taste, hearing, touch, even vision. Similar to what you’ve
experienced.”

“But they come and go. So, I don’t really have
them,” she said. “And I’ve never said anything about touch or
taste.”

“Not yet, but there may come a time when you find
you do possess these senses,” Morgan said with a shrug. “There is
also the subject mating and pheromones to consider.”

“I told you once, we are not going there,” she
said.

“I am just pointing out the possibilities,” He
replied.

“Then point out another,” she told him.

“Fine, how about polymorphing?”

“Poly what?”

“Polymorphing, shape shifting, some legends claim
the Alverie could take the form of animals.”

“Wait, you mean it is possible that I could grow a
tail and ears?” she asked. Now, this was starting to get weird.

“I’m just telling you the old Alverian legends. It
was so long ago, we don’t have any real proof, and legends can be
misinterpreted.”

“I could wake up one day as a dog, or a… a yarrow?”
she asked.

“Well, I don’t think I would go that far, but… who
knows. All I’m saying is, at this moment, your Edge is unique, and
because it is unique, we don’t know what form it can take. It is
possible you may experience other abilities in time, ones even the
Alverie never experienced, and if that occurs, I would expect you
to come and seek me at the Tower, so we can explore and understand
these new skills.”

“Oh, yes… of course,” she said, although, she didn’t
really want to go back to the Mystic Tower for any reason,
especially not to be the subject of tests.

“So, now I have explained what I needed to, do you
have any question for me about your Edge, or the mystic arts in
general?” Morgan asked, sitting back in his chair and folding his
hands in his lap.

She took a sip of her tea, which was now cold. It
didn’t improve the flavor.

There were things about the mystic arts, she wanted
to know, strictly out of curiosity. Her knowledge of the subject
was very limited and although it still unnerved her, there were
certain things which just plain confused her, but she knew Morgan
wouldn’t or couldn’t talk about them. Like, how could Carter turn
invisible, or, how could Murphy change his body to stone and still
be able to move. These small pieces of trivial information were
probably covered by, what Morgan called, the Hunter/mystic
confidentiality, but there was one thing which bothered her, he
might shed a brighter light on.

“I do have one question, although, it doesn’t have
anything to do with my Edge,” she said.

“And what would that be?” he asked.

She thought about it for a moment, trying to figure
out how to ask the question. She was positive, when she handed the
small blue and white stone to Guild Master Latherby, it glowed. She
tried to convince herself otherwise. It was simply a trick of the
light, but the more she thought about it, the more it lingered in
the back of her mind. She was positive she saw the stone glowed.
The Guild Master hadn’t noticed it, or if he did, he hid it pretty
well. He just shoved it into his pocket and told her not to worry
about it.

“Are there such things as… magic artifacts?” she
asked.

“Magic artifacts?”

Morgan looked at her as if she asked a ridiculous
question, like, do monsters live under beds, or is there really a
man in the moon, but then again, from what she saw in the past
three years, she wouldn’t doubt either of those.

“Well, something like a magic stone,” she
clarified.

“Magic stones?”

“I’m guessing that’s a no.”

She felt she was getting nowhere. The mystic looked
at her in that strange way he did, when he was studying something
which confused him.

“Well, I wouldn’t exactly say, no, but I wouldn’t
say yes, either.” Morgan replied, stroking his chin. “If you were
to ask me about swords or rings or something of that nature, then I
would have to say no, but a stone, that is something entirely
different.”

“How so?”

“Well, to put it in simple terms. The mystic arts
are a manipulation of the natural world. Rings and swords, in and
of themselves, cannot be enchanted. They’ve been processed by man
from their raw form into something entirely different, something
which is removed from the natural world, but a stone… a stone in
its raw form is still very much a part of the natural world, so…
yes, I suppose it could be enchanted and therefore be considered…
magic.”

“So, there are things like magic stones?”

It sounded like something out of a fairy tale. The
princess and the magic stone, the story seemed to write itself, or
maybe it should be the Hunter and the magic stone.

“Well… I wouldn’t go that far. I mean, there are
legends of the Alverie enchanting jewels, such as rubies or
emeralds, and setting them into rings or swords to create a sort of
magic artifact, but I can’t see the purpose of actually enchanting
a stone. It would hold no value, other than the enchantment, and if
you set it down, how would you tell it from any other stones. It
just doesn’t seem like a very practical idea.” Morgan said, staring
up at the ceilings, but Kile could see, his mind had not yet
relinquished the idea of enchanted stones.

“Then again,” he suddenly added, still staring up at
the ceiling. “If you were to use the stone to build something, such
as a house or a tower, would it transfer that enchantment to the
entire structure? Think about the possibilities. If you could say,
enchant a stone with fire, could you keep a building from burning
down.”

It wasn’t exactly what Kile had in mind, but, if the
Great Hall had been built with an enchanted stone, it wouldn’t have
suffered as much damage as it did. Although, it probably wouldn’t
protect the contents of the building and the displays would have
still burned.

Great, now she was getting as bad as he was, going
off on tangents.

“An interesting idea, but I’m afraid, not very
practical.” Morgan replied, shaking his head. “No, you see, if you
were to make fire resistant buildings, then what would the city
fire brigade do for a living? We’ve had this trouble before, you
know.”

“What, with fire proof houses?” she asked. She was
having a hard time following his line of thinking. All she wanted
to know was, do magic stones exist.

“No, not the fire proofing of houses,” Morgan said,
shaking his head, “But the construction of them.”

“You can build a house?”

“Oh yes, there is very little a mystic couldn’t do,
under the right circumstances and with the right influence. Why, a
mystic who is influenced by both stone and air could easily build a
house in a matter of hours, as opposed to days.”

“So, you could rebuild the stables or the Great Hall
in a matter days?” she asked.

“What, me personally?” he asked, and then thought
about it for a moment. “I suppose I could, yes, I believe I
could.”

“Then why don’t you?” she asked. She watched the men
working on the Great Hall for the last three months, and they still
have yet to place the roof back on. To her, it appeared the longer
they worked and the more men they called in, the slower the
progress was.

“Well, that's just it. The Mystic Council has deemed
it a violation of the conduct laws. Mystics are not allowed to
build or rebuild structures, regardless of how they were damaged,”
Morgan said.

“Why not?” she asked.

“The fear of legal retaliation,” He explained. “You
see, years ago in Littenbeck, a merchant's shop burned to the
ground. He approached the Mystic Council and made a deal to have
his shop rebuilt. The mystics agreed and rebuilt his shop in less
than a day. When others saw what the mystics accomplished, they
began to request work. Soon the Contractors Guild, the Carpenters
Guild and the Masons Guild and whatever other guilds they could
pull together, petition the court to put a stop to it. Ever since
then, the Mystic Council has deemed it a violation of the conduct
law, so, even if I wanted to rebuild the stables, I couldn’t.”

Kile had to think about that one for a moment.
Everything seemed more complicated in the cities than back in
Riverport. If a home or shop burned down in Riverport, the entire
community would gather together to rebuild it, it was just a given
fact.

She quickly shook the thoughts out of her head.
Morgan went off on one of his tangents and dragged her along for
the ride. But, he did answer her original question about magic
stones. It was at least feasible a magic or enchanted stone could
exist. If that were the case, then what type of enchantment would
you place on a small blue and white stone, and why would Eric go
through all the trouble to find it? It seemed to raise more
questions than answers.

 


Kile’s last three months at the Academy were dull,
and she welcomed the dullness. She spent her mornings training with
Luke, even though he claimed there was nothing more he could teach
her. She never told him about the Lann, Guild Master Latherby gave
her, but then, she had a feeling the stablehand already knew. He
seemed to know as much about what was going on at the Academy as
Mathew Latherby did, and she began to wonder if the two ever
exchanged information, although, she never saw them together.

The afternoons were spent with the boys, trying to
get Murphy through his cultural studies or Alex through his
logistics lessons. She also sparred with Carter from time to time,
although, Carter seemed to have lost his enthusiasm. The more she
sparred with him, the clumsier his style of fighting appeared, and
on more than one occasion, she actually had to let him win, just to
spare his ego. She didn’t know if Carter ever figured it out, but
Daniel did, and he always thanked her after the match. It was the
least she could do for all the time he threw a sparring match for
her sake.

As spring pushed into summer, she officially became
a fourth year cadet. She gave up her dingy, ill fitting, light
green, uniforms for the more stylish dingy, ill fitting, dark
green, uniforms, and, like every other year, she stood along the
fence line to watch the new cadets arrive. She saw the looks on
their young faces, their awed expressions of seeing the Academy for
the very first time. She thought back to her first impressions of
the place, the place she called home for the last three years,
well, maybe home was not the word she used.

There weren’t as many barbs or insults this year,
probably because the Academy just didn’t feel the same. It lost
something in the fire, a bit of itself, a bit of its tradition. The
Great Hall, although now nearly completed, just wasn’t the same
Great Hall she tended classes in, and although the stables were now
finished, they weren’t her stables. Just as Guild Master Latherby
said, it might have been a blessing in disguise.

She forced herself to sit through Oblum’s
orientation, or stood, as there were no seats. She watched Gorum
and Hunar play their parts to perfection, and for the first time
she really heard Oblum’s speech. The old headmaster had changed, or
maybe it was just her perception of him, or maybe it was just her,
but with all the changes, the one thing which didn’t change, were
the new cadets.

There were those who bullied and those who got
bullied and then there were those who just stood there and watched.
She supposed it was all part of the learning process, and they
would figure out, in time, what it really means to be a Hunter. If
they couldn’t, then there was always the eastern gate, and from the
looks of some of the new cadets, she was sure a few of them would
be taking the walk before the year was out. It wasn’t until she saw
the small boy being knocked down that her memories of her first day
at the Academy came back to her, and she thought of Garret Treeman.
Before she knew what she was doing, she was half way across the
list. One well place kick to the back of a leg, and the bully was
on his backside in the dirt. The laughter, from the cadets, was
loud. What was more humiliating than being knocked down and laughed
at? Being knocked down by a girl and laughed at.

“First thing you’re gonna learn here is that Hunters
look out for one another, if you can’t do that, maybe you should be
looking towards the eastern gate,” she said, standing over the
boy.

“Do you know who I am?” the kid cursed from the
dirt. “Do you know who my father is?”

“As a matter of fact… I do, but the second thing
you're gonna learn here is it doesn’t matter who or what you are.
Once you pass through those gates, you're just like everyone else.
We’re all the same here. Rich, poor, beggar, prince or… princess,
it doesn’t matter, we’re all the same. You better remember
that.”

It was the same speech Tree told Eric, almost word
for word. She was surprised she even remembered it as the memories
came flooding back. The only difference was, Kile had no idea who
the kid was or who his father was, and she really didn’t care. She
had enough people who disliked her. What was one more?

Slowly getting up, the boy dusted himself off and
looked around at his, so called, friends. These were the same
friends who were laughing with him a moment ago, now they were
laughing at him. He wasn’t sure what to do next and just glared at
Kile, who wasn’t much bigger than he was. Eventually, he decided
his best option was to get out of sight for a while and he quietly
followed the line of new cadets to the dorm. She turned to the boy,
who was still on the ground, and extended a hand.

“What’s your name?” she asked, helping him to his
feet.

“Tommy. Tommy Lens,” the boy replied, not making eye
contact. She probably didn’t do the kid any favors. Now, he would
doubtlessly be teased for being saved by a girl.

“I wouldn’t worry Tommy. If I can make it this far,
you should have no problems,” she told him. It brought a smile to
the young boy’s face. Kile watched as he followed the rest of the
boys to the dorm, and hoped what she said was true. But, in her
heart, she knew it was only a matter of time. Oblum would be
reading his name off a list on some cold morning during roll call,
just another cadet, who took the walk.

 


The next morning, Kile was up early and out of the
dorms to welcome the new day. There were only a few more of them
until graduation. It was a mixture of boredom and anticipation, so
she took to strolling through the compound in the early morning
with Vesper, riding on her shoulder all the way. The yarrow was a
little annoyed about getting up so early, but if he was still set
on traveling with her, he would have to get used to it.

She followed the familiar route up to the stables.
It’s new wood and clean stone made it stand out among the older
buildings. Some of the stones from the old structure were used to
rebuild the foundation, but most of it was carted away. It wasn’t a
bad place. It just wasn’t her place. She walked the perimeter. The
new building was the cutting edge in stable design, whatever that
meant. It was wider now, to house more horses as well as a few
classrooms for Master Pike, so the place she slept her summers and
sparred with her friends, was now some twenty odd feet inside one
of the new classrooms.

Turning the corner, she saw Hunar running across the
open field. The mastiff jumped on something in the grass and came
up with an old stick, then ran back the way she came. Kile followed
the dog and found Oblum standing outside with Gorum lying by his
feet. The headmaster wasn’t dressed in his uniform, but instead, he
was wearing an old shirt and shorts. He looked as un-headmaster
like as he could get. Hunar brought him the stick and two wrestled
with it for a while, before Oblum pried it free and tossed it, once
again. Hunar was never able to explain the joys of fetch to Kile,
but the dog loved the game all the same.

“You’re up early, cadet,” Oblum said, freeing the
stick from Hunar.

She didn’t think the headmaster noticed her,
standing in the shadows of the new stables. He appeared so relaxed
and normal when he was with his dogs, not the gruff, overbearing
Hunter who scared little kids.

“I couldn’t sleep, sir,” she said, walking across
the field towards him.

“Worried about the graduation ceremony?” he
asked.

The ceremony wasn’t that big of a deal. The fourth
year cadets sat in the Great Hall as Sir Oblum called out their
names. They went up on stage, collected small ceremonial items from
the staff and Guild members before receiving their final papers. It
was a simple process and could easily be handled by a messenger,
but it did worry her.

“It’s an easy ceremony,” he assured her.

“Oh, I know, sir. I saw Tree’s.” she replied.

“Trees?” He said, looking around. Clearly, he didn’t
understand what she meant.

“Sorry sir, I meant, I saw Garret Treeman’s
ceremony, when he graduated three years ago.”

“Oh yes, Treeman,” Oblum replied. She could tell, by
the look on his face, he remembered the name. “He was a good cadet
and a good Hunter. It was a shame what happened to him and the
others. I’ve noticed you wear his pin. Did you know him?”

Her hand instinctively went to the small sliver pin
in the shape of a tree, which she wore on her collar.

“Only briefly, sir,” she replied. “He was going off
on his probationary year when I started.”

“Yes… yes of course.”

Hunar returned with the stick and this time dropped
it at Kile’s feet. It made her a little uncomfortable to be taking
the game away from Oblum.

“Looks like she wants a younger arm to throw it,” he
laughed.

She picked up the wet stick and tossed it as far as
she could. She couldn’t’ really say it went further than the
headmaster’s throw, but Hunar didn’t care.

“You’re nervous about your probationary year?” Oblum
asked, sitting down beside Gorum. The old dog placed his head in
his master’s lap.

“I guess I am, sir...a little,” she replied.

“You, you shouldn’t have a problem. I can see you
receiving your Level Five Certification in no time. If it was up to
me, I’d certify you now, what with your actions, during your final
year here at the Academy.”

“What, sir, you mean burning it down?” she
asked.

“Is that how you see it?” he laughed. “Well, it
doesn’t matter, you can’t be judged based upon the three years
here, only what happens out there, when you’re on your own, but,
I’m sure the Council will keep your Academy years in mind. I can
see you getting your Level Five in maybe two, three months
tops.”

“I thought I had to go the entire year before I was
eligible for certification.”

“What, No. What are these instructors teaching you?
You can be certified anytime during the next year. Why, I was
certified four months after leaving the Academy. I mean, if you
survive the year, you’re automatically certified, but if you prove
yourself and you do a good job, you’ll receive your certification
earlier.”

“I never knew that.”

She could become a Certified Level Five Hunter
before the current year was out.

“Yeah, but it’s a curse in disguise,” he warned her.
“The Guild only pays your way while you’re on probation. Once you
receive your Level Five Certification, then you’ll have to pay your
own way. Room, board, stable fees, Guild dues, it all adds up.”

“I never considered that,” she replied. She barely
had enough money to get to the entry examination, could she
actually make it on her own. “Does the Guild, pay well, sir?” she
asked.

“Pay well? Not likely, that’s why a lot of Hunters
seek out open scripts, but I wouldn’t be too worried about it. You
do get paid while you on probations so keep that in mind, and there
are a lot of inns and stables that give Hunter’s discounts, they
think it drums up business, you just have to keep an eye out and
look around for the best deals.”

“I guess I never considered that side of it.”

“Most new Hunters seldom do,” he said, struggling to
get to his feet. “That’s why the drop out rate is so high after the
first year of probation. It’s not as if you will be completely on
your own. The Guild does look out for its own. If you find yourself
in a tight spot, there are always the guild houses, where you can
stay and eat for free. I’ve spent my share of nights in those and I
can tell you… I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“Thanks, sir.” she said, although, he wasn’t making
much of a case for the Guild.

“Well, you can always do what Folkstaff did. I don’t
think he’s ever paid for a room, he spent most of his nights,
sleeping under the stars and living off the land.”

That was always an option, she thought, but a soft
bed would be nice, once in a while.

“Yeah, but I wouldn’t be too worried about it.”
Oblum said again. Each time he told her not to be too worried about
it, it only made her worry more.

The headmaster motioned to Hunar the game was over.
“I think you’ll be just fine, cadet. Better get ready. A new day is
starting soon.” he said, before heading back to his office.

Almost on cue, the moment Oblum said it, Kile hear
Master West ring the bell.

The advantage of being a fourth year cadet in a
three year Academy was that they weren’t required to do anything,
for the first few days, until they received their destination
papers. It was considered to be a well deserved, yet short,
vacation. That was, unless, you were recommended by instructors to
escort the new cadets around, like Daniel was. They couldn’t make
you do it, but they would strongly suggest you do it. Master Adams
informed them, from this moment on, everything they did, would go
towards their evaluation, and ultimately determine, whether they
would be certified or not.

Survive your probationary year, you’re certified.
Prove yourselves during your probationary year and you’ll be
certified earlier. Screw up and you’re out. It was pretty clear,
even to the most easily confused cadets, such as Alex. The problem
she had with the whole idea, was they kept saying, survive your
probationary year, which was an indication some cadet at some
point, probably didn’t. Then there was always the vague notion of
screwing up. How does one actually screw up their probationary
year? When asked, Master Adams would just tell them, don’t do
anything which went against the code, but that didn’t cover much.
The best advice he could give was just “do your job” and “keep your
head down”. As long as you don’t make waves, you couldn’t be blamed
for anything.

She decided she was going to keep her head down from
the start and hid in the stables while the other forth year cadets
were escorting the first year cadets around the compound. She
wasn’t asked, which really didn’t surprise her, and she definitely
wasn’t going to volunteer. There were still members of the Guild
who wanted her gone, and now she could put a name to them, the so
called, Sons of Terrabin. She didn’t fit in with the direction they
wanted to push the Guild, and so, she was an obstacle waiting to be
removed. She was sure Erin Silva was having the same problems,
being the only other female Hunter, but she was playing the game a
lot longer than Kile. Erin was a Certified Level One Hunter, and
not someone, who they could get rid of so easily. Kile didn’t have
that luxury. She wasn’t going to fool herself or tell herself
otherwise. The Council would be watching her closely. One screw up,
one missed step and she could still find herself out of the Academy
after putting in her three years. She knew she had at least one
friend on the Council, if she could call Guild Master Latherby a
friend. He was watching out for her, but it didn’t mean she was
safe. She couldn’t give the Guild a reason to throw her out.

Kile hung around the stables, talking to the new
horses. She wrote down their true names, under their vir names, on
the plaques, beside their stalls. It was all for nothing, and she
knew most of the owners, if not all of the owners, wouldn’t use the
horses’ true names. But, it made the horses feel better and it gave
her something to do. Whenever one of the groups came in for a tour
of the stables, she made herself scarce, taking a leaf out of
Luke’s book and sinking into the shadows. It was times like these,
she envied Carter’s Edge.

“Hey, Kile? You in here?” Daniel called out. He
entered the stables with fifteen first year cadets in tow.

“Nope, try someplace else,” she replied, sitting in
the hayloft and watching them.

“Come on, someone wants to meet you,” Daniel
pleaded.

She really didn’t want to get involved with the
whole, old cadet passing on wisdom to the new cadet, tradition, but
it was Daniel. A brief appearance couldn’t hurt. She jumped down
from the hayloft, landing among the new cadets, giving them a good
scare. She was happy to see she was actually taller than most of
them, which either meant, she grew during her three years at the
Academy, or the Guild was getting desperate.

“Geez Kile, could you at least warn me if you’re
going to do that,” Daniel said, trying to catch his breath.

“Who wanted to see me?” she asked.

Daniel motioned for one of the boys to step forward,
the frail young kid who was knocked down the night before.

“Cadet Tommy Lens.” she acknowledged. The boy’s eyes
lit up, probably because she remembered his name.

“I… I wanted to… um… I wanted to thank you for… you
know.”

He was not a very eloquent child, a little shy, a
little awkward, and rather small. Kile didn’t think he would last
the first year, but then, most cadets didn’t think she would last
the first year and now she was graduating.

“Don’t mention it,” she said. “All you have to do is
believe in yourself and you’ll do fine here.” She told him.

The young cadets began to close in and she was
getting uncomfortable with them surrounding her.

“Are you really the only girl at the Academy?” one
kid asked.

“For the next three days, I suppose I am,” she
replied.

“Do you really know the Hunter, Erin Silvia?”
another one asked.

“Well, yeah, I suppose I do, she was the one who
sponsored me.”

“Is it true that you burned down the stables?”

“No, I burned down the Great Hall, someone else
burned down the stables.”

“Did you really shoot an instructor with a
crossbow?”

“Yeah, that was me,” she replied.

“I heard she beat up the weapons instructor,”
another cadet added.

“Yeah, well, he did kind of deserve it,” she said,
giving a desperate and puzzled look to Daniel. What did someone do,
write a paper about her?

“I think we’ve taken up enough of cadet Veller’s
time,” Daniel laughed and he led his squad of first years out
through the back. “We’re going to head up to the New Great Hall,
which is where most of your classes will be held.” She heard him
say.

“How does it feel to be famous?” Luke asked,
stepping out of the shadows behind her.

She knew he was there, she was familiar with his
scent and the stablehand hadn’t been able to sneak up on her for
some time

“How do they know so much about me?” she asked.

“Word does get around,” he grinned.

If she didn’t know better, she would say he had
something to do with it.
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The day of graduation didn’t come soon enough. Kile
greeted the morning through the open window of her room and looked
out upon the Academy for what would be her last day. Actually, it
wasn’t her last day. The ceremony would be tonight, in the New
Great Hall and then she would probably spend the night in her room
and leave early tomorrow morning, so, she was actually looking upon
the Academy for her second to last day.

She thought about getting a head start on her
packing, but realized, she didn’t have much to pack, save for a few
odds and ends she collected during her three years. The clothes she
brought from home, no longer fit her. The only clothes she owned
now were those supplied by the Guild and they would have to be
returned to the Quartermaster. She would get her official Hunter’s
uniform, although, she never saw a Hunter wear a uniform.

The only things worth taking from her room were, the
few leather straps, she used to tie her hair up, her toiletry, such
as the brush and comb, which once belonged to her mother, four
small ebony boxes, although, she wasn’t sure what she was going to
use them for or why she even kept them in the first place, her
brother’s old hat, and, of course, Risa Ta’re’s Lann.

She retrieved the Lann from under her bed. The
blades were still wrapped in cloth. She hadn’t touched them, or
even looked at them, since she hid them, and that was the same day
the Guild Master gave them to her. Eventually she would have to
wear them, otherwise, what good would they be.

Setting the bundle on the bed, she slowly peeled
back the old tattered cloth. There were actually three blades
wrapped inside, one she hadn’t seen before. It was a long knife
about sixteen inches from end to end, with a twelve inch blade. She
hadn’t noticed if Risa Ta’re was wearing it in the portrait, but
then, the Alverian Hunter was sitting, it would have been difficult
to see. She knew the long knife must belong to the Hunter since the
blade’s hilt matched those of the Lann. She gently caressed the
hard wood of the grip, which was incredibly smooth from wear. She
hesitated before wrapping her fingers around the wooden grip and
drawing it from its sheath. There wasn’t a mark, a scratch, or chip
on the long, slender blade, and she realized, she was probably the
first person to draw the blade since Risa Ta’re. At least, that's
what she wanted to believe. Guild Master Latherby probably held
them once or twice, and he did say they were on display for quite
some time, so, there was no telling how many cadets might have
touched the weapons, or handled them. Then, of course, they had
been moved around from place to place before their final storage in
the small room under the stairs, so maybe a dozen or more people
touched them before she did, it still didn’t lessen the link
between her and the Hunter.

She was startled by a knock on her door and quickly
sheathed the Lann. She wasn’t sure why she was so nervous about
having them in her room, it wasn’t as if she stole them, the Guild
Master himself, gave them to her.

“One moment,” she called out. She wrapped the cloth
around the weapons and tucked them back under her bed. She
straightened her hair, then straightened the bed and quickly pulled
the door open.

“What took you so long?” Daniel asked.

“Don’t you know? You have to wait for a lady?”

“Yeah, I know, but that still doesn’t answer my
question.”

“Hey, remember, according to your little cadets, I’m
the one that shot an instructor, burned down the Great Hall and
beat up the Weapons Master, so you better watch what you’re
saying.”

“Those were the rumors I corrected. You should have
heard what they really thought you did.”

“I don’t think I want to know,” she said, shaking
her head. “Why are you here so early anyway?”

“We’re supposed to be getting our uniforms from the
Quartermaster this morning, or did you forget?”

“I didn’t forget,” She said, grabbing her hat from
the back of the chair and pushing him out the door.

Once outside, they found Carter, leaning against the
wall, his arms crossed over his chest as he stared up at the
clouds. Alex and Murphy were discussing something which involved
dancing women, since that was the illusion Alex was creating in his
hand, before he quickly dispelled it, when he saw her coming.

“Why do girls always take so long?” Carter asked,
pushing himself away from the wall and following Daniel.

“I don’t know, if you ever get yourself one, you can
ask her,” she replied.

It was kind of liberating to walk across the
compound and watch the other cadets fall in for roll call and
prepare for another day of training. The first years would go to
the New Great Hall after breakfast and study under Master Adams,
Master Rooqack or Master Voreing while the second year cadets had
Master Boraro and the third year cadets were stuck with Master
Pike. She always wondered why Tree was so happy when she saw him
around the compound during his last few days here, and now she
knew. It was the knowledge she would be graduating and wouldn’t
have to deal with all the training and the instructors anymore.

They stepped into the Quartermaster’s office, and
the big man seemed genuinely happy to see them.

“More graduates,” he bellowed, and waddled around
his desk. He was a large round man, who probably never saw his toes
in years.

“We’ve come to pick up our uniforms for the
graduation ceremony tonight,” Daniel announced.

“Of course you have, of course you have,” he said
and he waddled over to one of the shelves where he started to
fumble through some bundles wrapped in brown paper. He drew them
out, one by one, until there were five sets. Placing them on one of
the tables he made his way into the back room. It took him a few
moments before he returned, and he had more things wrapped in more
paper, which he proceeded to dump on the table as well.

“You will of course be wishing to choose your
weapon,” he said and addressed the wall of swords which hung on
display.

“Our weapons,” Carter said, his eyes virtually
lighting up.

“But of course,” the Quartermaster laughed. “You
don’t expect the Guild to send you out into the wild without a
weapon.”

Carter was in his glory as he studied the display.
It was clear he had been waiting for this day since he started at
the Academy.

“It will only be temporary,” he said, drawing one of
the long swords and feeling the weight. “My father said, upon
graduation and getting my certification, he would make me a sword,
personally.”

“The advantages of having a blacksmith for a
father,” Daniel replied, picking a sword at random and placed it on
the table.

“You’re going to want to choose more carefully than
that,” Carter said. “Here, let me help you.”

“I don’t really think I will be using it all that
much,” Daniel replied.

“How can you say that? You don’t know what’s going
to happen out in the wild.”

“Oh, I have a pretty good guess. While you guys are
going to be battling the elements, delivering your letters and get
yourself killed, I’ll be in a nice, warm, dry, safe hospital in
Littenbeck, living in luxury.”

“Why, don’t you feel well?” Alex asked.

“I think it’s because of his Edge,” Kile reassure
the cadet.

“How does he know where he’s going to be sent?” Alex
asked.

“Well, I shouldn’t really be telling you guys this,
but, I’ve already met with Guild Master Latherby. Because of my
Edge, he wants to place me at the Guild’s head office in
Littenbeck. They have a hospital there and they need all the help
they can get,” Daniel said with pride. “And, within one month after
arriving, I’ll be getting my Level Five Certification.”

“Oh, that is so not fair,” Kile shouted.

“Sorry guys, but it helps to have talent,” he
laughed. “So, really, the sword is just for show, I don’t think
I’ll need it at the hospital.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Kile replied.
“With your bedside manner, patients are likely to revolt.”

“Seems you have your career all set in the Guild,
young cadet,” the Quartermaster laughed, dropping even more stuff
on the table.

“Do we really need all this?” Murphy asked.

“The Guild provides for its own.”

“How about you Kile, I’ll help you chose your sword,
then,” Carter said, grabbing one of the shorter, lighter
blades.

“I… don’t’ really need one,” she replied.

“Don’t tell me you’re working at the hospital
too.”

“No, of course not, it’s just, my weapon has already
been taken care of,” She said.

“How?” Carter asked.

“It just has, that's how,” she replied.

“Well, you can help me with mine, Carter,” Alex
said, stepping forward. “And get me a good one, the best weapon my
father would be able to provide, would be a pocket knife. It would
appear some of us just aren’t very well connected.”

“Same here,” Murphy voiced, walking up towards the
weapon racks.

Kile went to the table and began sorting through
some of the packages, she was glad to see most of them had names
printed on the outside, so she started separating them into piles.
There were a pair of boots, with her name on them as well as three
bundles of clothing wrapped in paper and tied up with string. The
stuff which didn’t have names were rather generic, such as belt
pouches, tinderboxes, small knives, and a few other pieces of
survival equipments, although she wasn’t very happy to see packages
of hardtack.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said, turning to the
Quartermaster when he actually stopped for a moment. He must have
brought out everything by now. What more could there be?

“What can I do for you, miss?” he asked.

“Would you happen to have any of those bags, you
know, the large ones that go over the shoulder.”

“The old courier bags?” he asked, and then thought
for a moment. “Why, I think I might have some in the back room, let
me check.” He said, waddling off behind the desk into another room.
She kind of felt bad making him move.

“This is more my style.” She heard Murphy bellow.
Turning around, she watched as the big cadet swung a battle hammer,
she had to agree, it did fit his stature.

“You’re not really thinking of claiming that as your
weapon of choice, are you?” Carter asked.

“Hell, yeah,” Murphy replied and he swung the hammer
faster, he was actually pretty good with it.

“Any weapon, any weapon,” the Quartermaster said,
carrying an old thick leather courier bag from the back room. “Is
this what you mean, miss?” he asked, holding it up for Kile to
see.

“Yes. That's it.” She said, taking the bag from him.
“Thank you”.

“Don’t get much call for those. Most Hunter’s prefer
the lighter cloth bags these days, says it less of a hassle, at one
time they all used courier bags.”

“Why do you want one of those?” Daniel asked.

“Vesper prefers them over the cloth ones,” she
replied.

“Figures,” he said, shaking his head.

Alex found himself a thin bladed short sword and
Carter wouldn’t let him take it until he gave it a thorough
inspection, as for himself, he took nearly thirty minutes before
settling on a black handled long sword.

They filled their arms with packages, bags, weapons
and survival equipment before heading back to their rooms.

“Don’t forget,” the Quartermaster yelled out behind
them. “You still have to return your old uniforms.”

“We should have brought the horses,” Alex said,
trying to look over the tower of packets he was carrying. Daniel
and Carter steered the smaller cadet in the right direction by
bumping him back and forth between them, possibly a little too
much.

When they reached the dorms, Daniel stopped in front
of his room and peeked over his packages. “Okay, let's get our
uniforms on and meet back here in half an hour to bring our old
uniforms back to the Quartermaster, then, we can have breakfast,”
he suggested, before open his door.

As soon as Kile got into her room, she dropped
everything on the bed.

-Hey-

She heard Vesper as he quickly shot out from under
the packages.

“Sorry Vesper,” she said. “I just couldn’t hold them
any longer.”

-What these?-

“These are my new clothes.” she replied, and hung
the old leather courier bag on the back of the chair. “That’s your
new bag.” She added before she started to untie the packages.

Vesper jumped down from the bed and cautiously
approached the leather bag. He sniffed it and quickly turned his
nose up at it.

-Smells-

“I’m not surprised, there’s no telling how long it
hung in the back room. Jump in, let me know what you think.”

The yarrow scrambled up the leg of the chair and
climbed in.

-It's okay-

He called out from inside.

“Well, I suppose it’s only temporary until we can
find you something more comfortable.”

-Vesper like Kile shoulder.-

“For the most part, you can, but I’m thinking there
may be some situations, where having a yarrow on my shoulder, may
not go over too well, if you know what I mean.”

-No-

“Well, just trust me, not everyone takes to
yarrows.” She said, laying out her new uniform on the bed.

There was a soft green tunic, much nicer than the
one she was wearing, as well as leather pants and a pair new boots.
There were also a set of undergarments. Unfortunately, they were
made by men for men. They would serve in a pinch until she got to
wherever it was she was going. She would definitely have to find
something more suitable to wear under her tunic. The problem was
more in trying to figure out how to put it all on, it was more
clothing than she ever worn at one time. She had no choice but to
leave a few pieces out, especially those she couldn’t identify.

The tunic fit comfortably in most places, snug in
others, but again, it was made by men for men. The pants were a bit
tight as well, but not uncomfortable. Sitting down on the bed, she
pulled on her boots. At least they were a better fit.

It was required that each cadet wears their weapons
during graduation, something she was a little uncomfortable with,
but she pulled the Lann out from under the bed and slowly unwrapped
the bundle. The Lann were worn across the back, not that she was
used to having two blades behind her, but it was how Risa Ta’re
wore them, and it was how the sheaths were designed. It took her a
while to figure out how to adjust them and what straps went where.
But when she did finally get them on, she was amazed by how
comfortable it felt. She tried to draw the blades a few times to
see which way was the easiest and the most natural, but the real
problem was, trying to get them back in. It was difficult to slide
them in behind her back without looking foolish. She resorted to
putting them back one at a time, feeling with one hand as she
fitted them in with the other.

Tying her hair back, she straightened the tree pin
on her tunic and set her old hat upon her head. She opened the
lavatory door and looked at herself in the mirror.

“This… is a lot tighter… than I thought.” She said,
turning around and trying to see exactly how tight it was and more
importantly… where.

-Kile look good-

Vesper said from the courier bag.

“I’m glad you think so,” she replied, trying to look
at herself from every angle. “I’m just not sure this is me.”

-Who is it?-

Vesper asked and the yarrow jumped out of the
courier bag and ran up to the mirror to greet this new person.

“I mean, it’s just not what I would have chosen to
wear,” she corrected herself. She had to remember certain animals
had a limited grasp of the language and Vesper had a tendency to
take things literally.

-Ask healer, ask Danny-

“I’m pretty sure I can guess his opinion,” she
replied. “I wonder if anyone would take much notice if I wore my
cloak. Oh, well, no turning back now.”

She folded up her old uniforms and wrapped them in
the brown paper, slung the courier bag over her head as Vesper
jumped in and grabbed her old boots from off the floor. Glancing
once more in the mirror, she took a deep breath before opening the
door and stepping out into the hall. She was the first one dressed,
so she decided to wait for them outside, but as she passed Daniel’s
door, it suddenly opened.

“Already dressed?” he said, picking up his old
uniform from the chair beside his door. “I had a…” he started to
say something more, but stopped in mid thought and starred at her
in her new uniform with his mouth hanging open. She had to admit he
looked pretty good in his uniform as well, but was feeling rather
uncomfortable in hers at the moment.

“What?” She asked.

“Um… ah… um…” he stuttered.

“Wow,” she said. “I am going to miss these
stimulating conversations when I leave.”

“No, it’s just that… it… you look… real… it’s good…
that… it really… fits.”

“Keep trying boy, it’s nice to see your therapy is
working, that was almost a complete sentence.”

“Hey, what’s keeping you two… whoa Kile, you look
good?” Carter remarked as he came down the hall. He started
circling her, trying to get a look at her from every angle.

“Great, from the stutter to the subtle,” Kile said,
pushing past Carter. “Well, are you guys coming or not.”

“Those are a really nice pair of…”

“The next words out of your mouth better be boots.”
Kile said without turning around.

“Actually, I was going to say blades,” Carter
replied.

“Oh.”

“Can I see one?” He asked, dropping his bundle of
clothing on Daniel, since Daniel didn’t appear to be moving very
far from his spot. She drew one of the Lann and carefully handed it
to Carter.

“Where did you get them?” he asked, holding the
blade with the utmost respect. He turned it over in his hands,
looked down the length and even tested the weight.

“They were a gift, from an old friend,” she said.
She really didn’t want to go into a lengthy explanation.

“I’ll say,” Carter replied. “This is old, Kile,
really old. I may not know much about this type of blade, but I’ve
never seen craftsmanship like this before. It’s a little light for
my taste, but it’s balanced really well.” He remarked, handing the
blade back to her.

She hesitated before sheathing it, not really
wanting to look foolish or clumsy while doing so. She managed to
get in on the second try. With a little practice, she might even
get the hang of it.

“We should probably find Murphy and Alex, and then
get this stuff back to the Quartermasters,” she said.

“Yeah, you’re right,” Carter remarked. “You coming,
Danny?”

“Huh.”

“He’s not here right now,” Kile replied, dropping
her own packages on Daniel’s bundle.

“Yeah, I can kinda guess where he is,” Carter
grinned

“Don’t even go there,” She said.

No sooner did they step outside than she heard the
familiar call.

“Kile Girl.”

There was definitely a different tone in Alex’s
voice and she didn’t miss it, as for Murphy, the big man diverted
his eyes, which didn’t make her feel any more comfortable

“Can we go now?” she asked, walking past them. She
should have grabbed her cloak on the way out.

After dropping off their uniforms at the
Quartermaster, they headed up to the dining Hall for breakfast. The
only other people in the there were more fourth year cadets, some
already wearing their uniforms, others having their breakfast first
before going to the Quartermasters. Since the rest of the class was
still doing their calisthenics under the watchful eye of a third
year cadet, they could get a quiet meal in, before the morning
rituals let out. A simple salad was all Kile picked up from the
counter, anything more and her new uniform would be even tighter
than it already was.

“So what are we going to do for the rest of the
day?” Alex asked shoveling food into his mouth.

It amazed her, the amount of food that boy could
eat. She worried about him. What would happen when he became
certified and had to pay for his own meals?

She set her salad down and Vesper claimed his share.
He was a common fixture at their table. No one seemed to care he
was pulling lettuce out of Kile’s bowl.

“We could always get in some practice, you know, try
out our new weapons,” Carter replied between mouthfuls. He was
another one who could eat, although, he was more selective, when it
came to what he ate.

“Oh come on, we’re graduating, we don’t have to
practice anymore,” Alex whined.

“You can always use more practice,” Daniel said.
“You barely passed your weapons exam. If Master West hadn’t been
distracted by the weapon’s rack falling over, you wouldn’t be
graduating right now.”

“Yeah, and you never did thank me for that,” Carter
remarked.

“Wait, are you telling me you guys cheated?” Kile
asked.

“Cheated is such a harsh word,” Carter replied.
“Let’s just say, we improvised.”

“Good morning Hunters,” Master Adams said,
struggling under a large box. Setting it down on the edge of the
table, he tried to catch his breath. “Don’t we look sharp in our
new uniforms?”

“Some of us look sharper than others,” Carter
remarked. Kile threw a cucumber at him.

“What’s in the box, sir?” Daniel asked.

“Well, if you must know,” Master Adams replied. He
opened the box and started pulling out soft, leather bound, books.
Kile figured he was going to do it even if no one asked. “These are
your official code books,” He said, and started handing them
out.

Alex grinned as he quickly leafed through the pages.
“Code books, you mean like our own secret code?” he asked.

Master Adams sighed.

“He means the Hunter’s Code of conduct.”

“Yes, thank you, Kile. This is the Hunter’s Code of
conduct. In it, you will find the rules and regulations every
Hunter must abide by. This is, in essence, your instruction manual.
Read it, learn it, memorize it…”

“Then dispose of the evidence so no one can break
our code,” Alex added.

Master Adams sighed again. He did that a lot around
Alex.

“Just ignore him, sir,” Daniel said.

“Yeah, we all do,” Carter added.

“Well, after today, I won’t have to, will I?” the
Hunter smiled. “You’re going to want to read section 2B, it covers
what you are supposed to do when you get to, well, where ever it is
you’re going to be sent.”

“Then you don’t know where we’re going to end up?”
Carter asked.

He was hoping to get a heads up before his
destination papers were handed out. It didn’t seem fair Daniel was
the only one who knew where he would be next week.

“I’m afraid not,” Master Adams replied. “That is
taken care of, by the Guild Council. They sent the sealed documents
to Sir Oblum this morning, by a Certified Level Three Hunter.”

“Level three, why is he still delivering mail?” Alex
asked.

“The delivery of mail is an important part of the
Hunter’s Guild,” Master Adams explained. “The more important
messages being delivered by the most experienced Hunters.”

“So we don’t even rate a Level One Hunter?” Alex
asked.

“Level One Hunters have their own assignments, which
you will know more about, if you even get past Level Five.” Master
Adams said, grabbing the box from the table.

“Let me help you with that, sir,” Murphy offered.
The cadet took the box from Master Adams, who willingly surrendered
it. Tossing it under is arm, as if it weighed next to nothing. He
followed the Hunter to the next table of fourth years, where the
instructor started handing out more books.

“Was that a dig?” Alex asked, tossing his code book
on the table. Kile was sure he would never read it.

“Yeah, that was a dig,” Daniel grinned. He, at
least, slipped the book in his belt pouch. Daniel would probably
get around to it, in a day or two.

“He doesn’t know me very well does he? Why… I’ll
become a Level One Hunter just like that.” Alex said, snapping his
fingers. “Why… I may even skip levels two, three and four just to
prove I can.”

“Keep dreaming little man,” Carter said, hitting
Alex over the head with his copy of the book. Carter was the type
who would only read the book in the event of an emergency, if he
remembered where he tossed it. “So, who’s up for some sparring?” he
asked.

“I am,” Alex shouted, jumping up from the table.

“I guess I better come along, the last thing we need
is wounded cadets at the graduation ceremony,” Daniel added.

“How about you, Kile, want to break in your new
blades?” Carter asked.

“You guys go on without me, I’ll be along shortly,”
she said, flipping through the pages of the code book.

“You didn’t really think she would join us,” Daniel
remarked. “She found a book she hasn’t read yet.”

 


The code book was, just as Master Adams described
it, an instruction manual for the Hunter. Within its pages, there
were proper procedures for just about every situation a Hunter
might find themselves in, and some, Kile thought, were highly
unlikely, but they were still in there. There was a section on what
to do if you were stricken with lycanthropy, another if you were
swallowed by a sea whale, a third if you were carried off by a
cliff roc. Every situation she could possibly think of, and some
she couldn’t even imagine, was all within the covers of the code
book. But, it was the sections in the back of the book, which were
the most informative. They covered the actual rules which govern
all Guild members.

She began reading through the book, starting from
page one and only stopped when the other cadets began to fill up
the dining hall. The morning rituals were over so she sought a
quieter place to read. She thought about going back to her room,
but the less she saw of that place the better. She wound up in the
new stables, which, if anyone knew her, was to be expected, but
even the stables weren’t immune to the noises these days.

Master Pike started his lessons on horse care in his
new classroom, teaching the third year cadets how to groom and
manage their horses. Why the Guild decided on three classrooms for
one instructor was beyond her. It was simply a waste of space, not
to mention coin, but if anyone could figure out what was on the
minds of the Council, they would be one step ahead of every other
Hunter. Fortunately, she had a secret weapon, Grim. As one of the
fourth year cadet’s horses, he was moved back to the stables, and
from what Kile heard, Mr. Revere was eternally grateful. Master
Pike chose the classroom as far away from the mountain pony as the
width of the stables would allow, so Kile sat down in the empty
stall beside Grim and read him section of the code book.

“Hey, Grim, you’ll like this one. It says here in
11-B section A, paragraph 4C, that a Hunter should see to the
satisfaction of his mount prior to seeking comfort for
himself.”

-Finally, a book which makes sense.-

Grim snorted.

She knew the pony was as eager to get out of the
Academy as she was.

“Yeah, but how much satisfaction does a mountain
pony really need. That’s the problem with this book. The wording is
a little ambiguous.”

-It makes perfect sense to me.-

“So, what would make you satisfied before I could
seek comfort?” she asked.

-Shelter, water, pie.-

“Well, I don’t know about that last one, there is
nothing in the code book which says I’m allowed to give my mount,
pies.”

-Clearly the book doesn’t know everything.-

“Kile, you in here?” she heard Daniel call out.

-Prime subject approaching.-

Grim said, backing deeper into his stall. Kile
watched the pony. She wasn’t sure what he was planning on doing.
With Grim, it could be just about anything.

“I’m over here Danny, but I’d be careful if I was
you,” she warned.

She kept an eye on Grim as the shaggy, black,
mountain pony virtually merged with the shadows of his stall.
Daniel came down the aisle followed by Carter. Both boys were
sweaty and out of breath, their uniforms were wrinkled and a bit
dusty.

“We’ve been looking all over for you,” Daniel said,
getting closer. “This place is too big. It was easier to find you
in the old building.”

He was just in front of Grim’s stall when the
mountain pony lunged from the shadows, bearing his teeth and
slamming his great hoofs into the ground. Daniel actually screamed,
and fell over backwards, into the empty stall on the opposite side
of the isle. Carter stumbled, tripping over his own two feet and
cursing as he fell on his ass.

-Two.-

Grim said and slowly merged back into the shadows of
his stall. Kile was laughing too hard to scold the horse.

“Holy cow, what the hell was that?” Daniel asked,
staggering to his feet. His heart was racing and he was sweating
more now, than when he first came in. He gave the stall, which now
looked empty, a wide berth.

“Something you’ve taught him?” he asked with a note
of annoyance.

“Not me, and besides, I told you to be careful,”
Kile replied.

“You could have been a little bit more forthcoming
about what I was supposed to be careful of,” Daniel said.

Carter kept his distance and refused to come any
closer.

“Come on, Carter, I think he is satisfied enough so
you can seek your comfort.” She laughed.

“Hell no, I ain’t walking in front of that stall.
That horse is sick Kile, he’s not right, he’s evil.”

“He’s okay, once you get to know him,” she
replied.

“I don’t want to know him, he’s a mentally disturbed
animal, he’s evil,” Carter said, dusting himself off, although it
didn’t really help since he was already dirty.

“What did you come in here for anyway?” she
asked.

“Don’t you know what time it is, the graduation
starts in two hours.”

Kile quickly closed the book and got to her feet.
She hadn’t noticed it was getting late, there were no windows where
she was sitting, and Grim, even if he did know, probably wouldn’t
have told her.

“What about you guys, you’re all sweaty,” she said
with a note of disgust. Why they wanted to spar before the
graduation ceremony was beyond her.

“What?” Carter said, looking down at himself as if
he couldn’t figure out what she was talking about. “All I have to
do is towel off and brush my hair.”

“Come on,” she said, rolling her eyes. She pushed
Daniel passed Grim’s stall. “Where are Alex and Murphy?” she
asked.

“Murphy’s been helping Master Adams all afternoon,
handing out those stupid little books.” Carter remarked, “And Alex
is already getting cleaned up.”

Kile stopped in front of Grim’s stall.

“How many people have you actually done that to?”
she asked the pony.

-Twenty three-

“Twenty three,” she said, shaking her head. Maybe
Carter was right, maybe Grim was evil.

 


The New Great Hall wasn’t filled, yet, but there was
still some time before the graduation ceremony. More and more
people began to show up, most of whom Kile never saw before. There
were Hunters and relatives of Hunters, all wanting to see the new
cadets graduate, and Kile suddenly felt left out.

It was the first time she stepped into the New Great
Hall since it was completed. She wasn’t sure why the cadets were
still calling it the New Great Hall, it wasn’t as if they rebuilt
it from the ground up, and what happens if they do in the future.
Would they start calling it the New New Great Hall? If anything the
stables should be known as the new stables, they, at least, where
build from the ground up, but no one called them that. Actually,
the whole thing was ridiculous.

New displays were out, alongside the old ones, which
survived the fire, and there were even some new exaggerated
portraits hanging on the walls. Where they had these stashed away,
who knew? She walked along the gallery reading out the names to
Vesper who wasn’t very interested in the history of the
Hunters.

“Now, he was here before,” she told the yarrow,
pointing to a rather dapper young Hunter posing before a fire. The
name plate beneath the painting read Sir Jameson Flint. There was
currently nothing on display for him, since his artifacts were the
ones Eric stole, before setting the fire. Sir Jameson Flint had
something to do with the alleged magic stones, but it was now out
of her hands.

“Quite a few new ones, don’t you think?”

She didn’t hear Sir Oblum sneak up behind her, for a
large man, he was quiet when he wanted to be. He was dressed in his
finest, with a red and gold silk shirt and dark black slacks, he
even had his eye patch on, probably didn’t want to scare the
civilians. He held a drink in his hand as he spoke.

“I want to show you someone,” he said, motioning for
her to follow.

Vesper retreated back to the courier bag as she
followed the headmaster through the crowd, which was growing by the
minute.

Oblum stopped and pointed to one of the paintings.
It was older than the others, the artwork was different. It was
before the whole “larger than life” style which dominated the later
portraits. It was of a man, dressed in fine clothing, standing with
one hand out and one hand on his chest like an orator.

“He looks like a politician,” she remarked.

Oblum nodded in agreement. He stepped aside so she
could read the name on the plague. Etched on the brass plate
embedded in the frame was the name Terrabin D’al.

“As in, the Sons of Terrabin?” she asked.

“The same,” he replied.

“What’s he doing here?”

It was not a good sign when one of the least liked
Hunter’s portrait was now hanging in the gallery.

“It would depend on who you are asking.” Oblum
replied. “The Guild Council wanted as many portraits up in the
Great Hall before the ceremony, to replace the ones which were lost
in the fire. But, if you ask me, it just means the movement is
growing in strength.”

“Should we be concerned, sir?” she asked, although
she really didn’t need his permission to be worried.

“That would also depend,” he said, pointing out
another portrait, one she had seen before and one she was even more
surprised to see hanging in the gallery.

“Catherine Y’lew,” She said, before looking at the
nameplate.

“It would appear you are familiar with this Hunter,”
Oblum remarked.

“I thought it was destroyed in the fire,” she
said.

“This one survived, and the Guild Council did want
as many portraits up in the Great Hall as possible.”

She looked at the portrait of the fiery, redheaded,
Hunter closely and noted the edging was slightly burned and the
frame was new. It was a shame it wasn’t Risa Ta’re, but at least
one of the female Hunters survived the fire.

“I suppose, I better go… mingle… with the
civilians.” Sir Oblum said, downing the glass he was carrying in
one gulp. It was clear the old Hunter didn’t enjoy this part of his
job.

“Maybe you should bring Hunar with you,” Kile
added.

“Not a bad idea, cadet… oh, sorry, I can’t call you,
cadet, anymore, Its Hunter Kile Veller now, isn’t it?”

Hunter Kile Veller. It sounded so foreign and yet so
comfortable. Did that nine year old girl, lost in the forest,
really think someone, someday, would be calling her Hunter Kile
Veller?

“Technically sir, according to the Hunter’s Code
book, first chapter, section five under titles and addresses, the
proper greeting would be Probationary Level Five Hunter, Kile
Veller.”

“Oh, I see Master Adams has already taken care of
his responsibilities today,” he laughed, “If that is what the code
book says, then I am obligated to use that title. So I will be
seeing you later, Probationary Level Five Hunter, Kile Veller.”

Turning, he headed into the sea of people. Putting
on his public face he started shaking hands. In many ways, she was
going to miss the headmaster, the man who told her, if it was the
last thing he ever did, he would see her out of the Academy, well,
he got his way, she was graduating.

“There you are?”

Daniel had a nasty way of finding her whenever she
wanted to be alone. She turned to see the boy, or was he now a
young man, walking towards her with two other people in tow. One
was a short, round, middle aged woman. The other was a taller
middle aged man who bore a striking resemblance to Daniel
himself.

“Kile, I wanted you to meet my parents,” Daniel
said, stepping aside. “This is my father, Howard Leary and my
mother Patricia Leary. Mom, Dad, this is Kile Veller.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am, sir,” Kile
said, shaking their hands.

“Oh, she’s adorable,” Mrs. Leary said, much to
Daniel’s embarrassment.

“Daniel’s told us a lot about you, Miss Veller.” His
father said in a soft voice, he was so much like his son, it was
scary.

“Are your parent’s here today?” Mrs. Leary asked,
looking around the growing mob, expecting to be able to pick them
out on sight.

“I’m afraid not,” Kile replied. “They couldn’t make
it.”

“Oh, I am sorry,” Mrs. Leary said, and Kile felt the
woman actually meant it, which only made Kile feel even more
uncomfortable lying to her.

“Patty, please,” Mr. Leary said to his wife, taking
her by the hand. “We just wanted to thank you for taking such good
care of Daniel, as well as Alex and Carter. The three of them can
really be a handful, if not kept an eye on.”

“Father,” Daniel shouted, looking at his dad. “I’m
seventeen now, I think I can take care of myself.”

“Yes, but son, you said that when you were ten and
we had to fish you out of the water trough.”

Daniel’s face turned red from the bottom up. “It was
nothing, nothing happened,” He said, trying to wave it off.

“Oh, but, son, don’t you remember?” his father
teased.

Kile had the feeling Daniel’s father possessed the
same warped sense of humor Daniel did. It must be hell during the
holidays.

“You’re not going up on stage alone, are you, dear?”
Mrs. Leary asked, leaving the boys to argue among themselves. “Oh,
we can’t let that happened, can we, Howard?”

Kile forgot about that little detail. It didn’t make
much of a difference, but a family member always accompanied the
graduating cadet up on stage. It wasn’t really necessary, but the
cadet received their probationary certificate, their destination
papers, their graduation banner, their ceremonial alumni long
knife, and, through it all, they were expected to shake hands with
each member of the Council as well a few witnessing Hunters. The
family member was there to hold all the junk.

“I’m sure she doesn’t want some complete stranger up
there with her, dear.” Mr. Leary replied. Like his son, he was not
one to get overly emotional, or tread where he didn’t feel
comfortable.

“I’ll be fine, ma’am.” Kile assured the woman who
looked saddened by the idea of her going up there alone.

“But…” she started to protest.

“Patty,” Mr. Leary said in a soft, yet strong voice,
which clearly told her to, drop the subject.

“What about Erin Silvia, she’d go up with you, if
you asked,” Daniel suggested. He looked around the Great Hall for
the female Hunter.

“She’s one of the hands we have to shake,” Kile told
him, “I’ll be fine. Vesper will go up with me.”

“Vesper? Who’s Vesper, dear?” Mrs. Leary asked.

Daniel quickly turned his mother away from Kile and
pointed across the room. “Oh, look, ma, there's Alex and Mr.
Bartlow,” he said, giving her a gentle push in their direction.
“Why don’t you go say hi?”

“Because we came down here with them,” his mother
responded.

“I think these two want to be alone,” Mr. Leary
said, directing his wife towards the opposite side of the room.

“Well, it was nice meeting you, dear,” Mrs. Leary
called out, as she was being pulled away.

“What was that about?” Kile asked

“Mother is deathly afraid of mice, and yarrows are
not that far from mice. If you don’t want to see my mother
screaming for the door in the middle of the ceremony, you may want
to tell Vesper, to keep out of sight.”

“Point taken,” Kile replied.

“I better go with them,” Daniel said. “You know, if
there is a sufficient gap between us, I can go up as your
second.”

“All you want to do, is hog the limelight, I’ll be
fine,” she assured him.

“Okay, but if you want…”

“Don’t worry about it and go tend to your mother,”
she told him.

She watched Daniel go, and only then did she realize
how envious she was of him. Now that her father was gone, she knew
her mother wouldn’t hesitate to be by her side, but her mother was
never in the best of health, so Kile never wrote and told them
about the ceremony. It was a long way to Riverport, and the trip
wouldn’t do her mother any good.

If push came to shove, all she would have to do is
stuff the junk in her courier bag, as long as Vesper didn’t
protest.

“I don’t really have to ask if you’re Kile Veller,
do I?”

She turned to see a tall, young, athletically build,
man, standing behind her, he must have waited until Daniel, and his
parents, left, before approaching. He was dressed in traveling
leather and was covered with road dust. A badge, sown to the arm of
his jacket, identified him as a Hunter, probably a Level Five or
four based upon his age. Also, Hunters of higher levels don’t wear
badges. He had a dark completion, a long, narrow face, short
cropped hair and eyes, which were so dark, they were almost black.
She knew she had seen him somewhere before or at least she had seen
those eyes.

“Yes, I’m Kile Veller,” she said, running back
through her mind to find this man’s name.

“You don’t recognize me?” he said, with a hint of a
smile.

“I’m sorry,” she admitted. It just wasn’t coming to
her.

“I not really surprised, we only met once and that
was very brief. I’m…”

“Rick,” she exclaimed as the vision of the thin
young man with long black hair came back to her. He was a friend of
Tree's. He was the one who gave Tree the message about the Troll of
Blackmore when he was escorting them around the compound.

His grin assured her, she was right. How could she
forget those black eyes?

“Your hair is a lot shorter, and you’ve… grown,” she
said, stepping back and taking him all in.

“I can say the same for you,” he grinned.

“So, what are you doing here? You have a message to
deliver?”

“Actually, it's a personal matter,” he replied.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

“No, nothing like that,” he laughed. “I’m here to
fulfill a promise I made, to a mutual friend,” he said, pointing to
the pin on her tunic.

“Tree?”

“He told me I had to be here for your graduation,”
Rick said. The memory of his passing still weighed heavily on the
Hunter.

“Well, he did say he wanted to be here to see me
graduate,” Kile replied. “But, I just assumed he was telling me
that to… you know… raise my spirits.”

“No, if there’s one thing I knew about Tree, if he
said something, he would follow it through, no matter what, he
thought highly of you.”

“I don’t know why, it’s not like I knew him all that
well. I really only knew him for a few days,” she replied.

“Yeah, but, you reminded him a lot of his little
sister. She was determined to be a Hunter as well.”

“Did she ever try?” she asked. She heard nothing
about another female Hunter, or even a female cadet.

“No,” Rick said, shaking his head. “She went, to the
other side, she was only thirteen. It hit Tree pretty hard, they
were really close, but I think he always knew they wouldn’t be
apart for long. Look at me, here I am talking about sad events on
what should be the happiest moment of your life, and yet, you don’t
seem to be all that happy.”

“Oh, it's just all this ceremonial stuff,” she
replied. “I would be happier if I could just grab my papers and be
out of here.”

“Just like Tree,” Rick laughed. “But I wouldn’t
worry. It may seem long now, but once your name is called, just
move through the line, take the stuff they give you, hand them to
your second, shake a few hands and keep heading for the door.”

“That’s just it, I don’t have a second,” She
replied.

“So, I’ll be your second.”

“I can’t do that to you.”

“Why not, is it the way I’m dressed,” Rick laughed.
He held up his arms and turned around, almost knocking the drink
out of some woman’s hand.

“Okay, okay, you can be my second, just leave the
civilians alone.”
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“A young man by the name of Moran Leafter saw a need
for an individual to exist outside the walls of civilization and
protect the people from the wild that surrounded them. He set about
to fulfill this need. In time the small villages became towns and
the towns became cities and as the population grew, so grew his
popularity. So Morgan Leafter gathered together some like minded
individual and started the Hunter’s Guild, but it wasn’t enough. He
knew the cities would grow even larger and the need for more
Hunters would follow. He knew the responsibilities, which would be
laid upon those Hunters, and he realized that not just anyone could
shoulder those responsibilities, and so the Hunter’s Academy was
formed. That was over four hundred years ago. Since then the
Hunter’s Academy has done its best to sift through the possible
candidates and choose only those who were smart enough, wise
enough, brave enough, and had the heart to become Hunters. The
Academy could give them the skills and the tools, but the heart,
they had to find on their own. And so, allow me to introduce to
you, the four hundred and sixty third graduating class of the
Hunter’s Academy.”

The applause was deafening, but it was partially due
to the echoing of the half filled Great Hall. Guild Master Latherby
stepped down from the podium and surrendered the attention to Sir
Oblum Hansen. The headmaster tugged at his shirt collar and shook
the Guild Master’s hand before taking the stage. He waited until
the audience quieted down before he even tried to speak. He was a
man of few words, unless he was addressing his cadets, then he
could be rather long winded. But, in this setting, wearing those
clothes, he wasn’t willing to prolong this any longer than he had
to. He skipped his speech and got down to what he felt they came to
hear.

“Will the cadets please come up when I call their
name?” He said, unrolling the list and trying to flatten it out on
the small podium.

“Robert Jacob Adams.”

A young man dressed in his Guild issued uniform got
up from the front row along with an older gentleman, who was
probably his father. He took the stage, if it could even be called
a stage. It was only a raised platform, no more than six inches off
the floor.

Sir Oblum handed him two tightly wrapped scrolls.
One would be his probationary certificate, to be presented to the
Guild House upon his arrival. It was simply a signed document
acknowledging his completion of three years at the Academy and
giving him all the rights afforded to a Probationary Level Five
Hunter. The second scroll was his destination papers. In some ways,
these were actually more important, because they told him where his
Guild House was which was the house he would be assigned to, during
his probationary period and probably most of this Hunter career.
The cadet handed the two scrolls to his father and shook Sir
Oblum’s hand, but that was just the beginning. In order for the boy
to get off the stage, he was forced to walk through a gauntlet of
Council Members and Level One Hunters, each one extended a hand to
be shaken.

Along the way he was given the Hunter’s Academy
banner. This was a cheap piece of green cloth, mass produced,
bearing the coat of arms of the Hunter’s Guild. The cadet handed
this to his father.

Next, he received the Hunter’s Guild badge. This
would be sewn to his jacket or other article of clothing and was
only worn by fifth and fourth level Hunters. Officially, it was a
mean of identifying new members of the Guild, unofficial, it was a
version of a toe tag. If he was found dead on the side of the road,
and assuming the badge wasn’t stripped from his uniform, or his
uniform stripped from him, his body would be brought to the nearest
Guild House for proper burial procedures. The cadet handed this to
his father.

The next item was the alumni long knife, originally
referred to as the ceremonial dagger, but due to the religious
sounding connection, the name was later changed, and it serves no
useful purpose which anyone could remember. The cadet handed this
to his father.

By this time the Probationary Level Five Hunter,
Robert Jacob Adams shook fourteen hands before finally reaching
Guild Master Mathew Latherby who presented him with the Hunter’s
Ring. The ring was a simple silver band with a green emerald which
was worn by all Hunters as a way of identifying one Hunter to
another. Under the Hunter’s Code, no Hunter could perform an act of
aggression towards anyone wearing the Hunter’s Ring. It was always
worn on the left hand’s ring finger, and only to be worn on the
right hand should a Hunter find himself in a tight spot, and wished
to let other Hunters know he was in a tight spot, without actually
having to tell them, or if the Hunter lost his left hand.
Probationary Level Five Hunters Robert Jacob Adams put the ring on
his finger, shook the Guild Master’s hand and finally stepped off
the stage, now they only had thirty four more cadets to go.

In the past, the graduating Hunter would also have
received his sword, or weapon of choice, his code book and his
courier bag as well as the rest of the items. The weapons had a
tendency to be too bulky for the second to carry, and during one
ceremony, a second dropped a war hammer on a Council member’s foot,
delaying the graduation ceremony for three hours. The code books
just took up too much space on stage, and, as the Quartermaster
explained, the newer Hunters stopped using the leather courier bags
in favor of the soft cloth ones, which were given to them when they
picked up their uniforms.

Probationary Level Five Hunter, Robert Jacob Adams,
looked relieved when he returned to his seat, but not as relieved
as his father.

“Carl Sins Arthur”

Another cadet in another Guild issued uniform got up
and made his way to the stage, followed by a younger man, probably
his brother, and it started all over again.

“Alphabetical order,” Kile sighed. She tried to go
over all the names of all the cadets and although she couldn’t
recall every name, she was pretty sure they all came before Veller.
If they didn’t speed things up, her name wouldn’t be called until
late tomorrow morning.

“Alexander Cappa Bartlow.”

Alex jumped up from his seat and was on the stage
shaking Sir Oblum hand, before his second, his father, was able to
get out of his chair. The hyperactive chipmunk, set a speed record.
He received his items and shook all fourteen hands and was sitting
down before half the Council member realized another cadet had gone
by.

Now, if everyone moved like that, Kile thought, they
could have the entire ceremony over and be at the feast in less
than ten minutes.

She tried to listen and connect the names to the
faces. She hated to admit it, but she really didn’t care much about
these Hunters. There were only a few, she called friends and even
if the rest did come to accept her, she couldn’t forget how they
treated her. But, out there, in the wild, if she did come across
them, it would be nice if she knew their names. They had it easy,
she was the only girl graduating from the Hunter’s Academy in the
last twenty some odd years, they already knew her name.

She watched each cadet receive their papers, and
even though she didn’t dislike them, she didn’t feel any connection
towards them, as if she was no longer a part of the whole Academy
thing. She put it up to the excitement of graduating and getting
out into the real world, but she couldn’t convince herself it was
the whole truth, that it wasn’t something else.

“Carter Roland Hausman.”

Carter rose straight up from his seat and tugged at
the base of his tunic to straighten it, before walking to the
stage. With his back straight, chest out, and arms swinging, she
wondered if he knew how foolish he looked. He should have enrolled
in the military, if he wanted to march. Carter’s second had to be
his father, He wasn’t as tall as Carter, but his broad chest and
missive arm left no doubt he was a blacksmith. He seemed awkward in
this place, surrounded by so many people. He would be more at home
standing in front of a forge swinging a hammer. People had to get
up out of their chairs and give him room as he tried to maneuver
between the rows, and he stepped on no fewer than three sets of
toes, one belonging to Mr. Leary.

Carter’s procession through the line of hands was
considerably slower. He stopped before each member, and Kile was
sure, he wanted to salute them. When he stopped before Master
Boraro, he did. As much as she liked Carter, she could easily see
him falling in with the Sons of Terrabin, they seem to share that
military thinking. She felt sorry for his father thou, the man was
clearly out of his element and every time his son stopped,
prolonged his agony of standing in front of all these people. He
even looked out into the audience with a nervous smile on his face.
It definitely wasn’t the weight of the objects he was holding,
which had this man sweating. She was sure he could pick up the
stage, people and all, and walked off with it with little effort.
He just didn’t like crowds.

When Carter got back to his seat, his father wisely
decided not to attempt to navigate the row of people, and instead,
tried to blend in with the other displays around the Great
Hall.

There were a few more names, a few more handshakes,
a few more minutes that slipped by which Kile would never
recapture. What was the purpose of all these ceremonies, all these
little rituals, all these traditions? The entire thing could have
been handled in three minutes if they just gave them their papers
and sent them on their way.

“Daniel Peter Leary”

Daniel went up on stage with is father in tow. She
watched as he shook each hand. It didn’t matter who was attached to
the other end. Daniel received it with a firm grip and a neutral
smile, the peacemaker. If he hadn’t been blessed with the art of
healing, he would have made a decent politician, or even a
negotiator, he never leaned one way or the other, weighting every
matter before giving his opinion, which he seldom had. Even the
speed at which he navigated the line was natural. It wasn’t as fast
as Alex, but it wasn’t as slow as Carter, it was always down the
middle. He reached the other side, slipped on his ring, shook the
Guild Master’s hand and nodded to Kile as he stepped off the stage.
He was going to have an easy time in the Guild, spending all his
days at the hospital, but it was what he wanted, and for that, she
was happy for him. The gods knew she could never do it. She leaned
back to listen to the rest of the name.

“Kile Lucinda Veller.”

Somewhere between Daniels nod and her name she must
have zoned out as she felt Rick jab her in the side.

“You want to graduate, don’t you?” he said,
motioning for her to get up.

Jumping up out of her seat, she knocked it over and
felt every pair of eyes fall on her. This was a good start, she
thought. She took a deep breath and rested her hand upon the
courier bag she wore to make sure it was still closed and Vesper
was still inside. The last thing she wanted to end the ceremony
with was the image of Mrs. Leary, running for the door,
screaming.

Kile walked to the stage with her head held high as
she stood before Sir Oblum.

“Congratulation, Kile,” the old man said, handing
her the two tightly rolled scrolls, each one tied with green twine
and bearing the Hunter’s Seal.

“Thank you, sir,” she said, shaking his hand. She
handed the two scrolls to Rick.

Of the fourteen people in the line, eight of them,
she never met before and didn’t even know, and probably would never
see again. They were all members of the Guild Council. What made it
awkward, was they all knew her, and a few of them didn’t hide the
fact, they were not happy with the events which were about to
transpire. The others were probably just better at hiding their
disapproval, but each member did his job and shook her hand,
congratulating her on a job well done, even if they didn’t know
what the job was. Most of them wouldn’t even look her in the eye,
and their handshakes were less than enthusiastic.

The first person she did recognize was Master
Voreing. He shook Kile’s hand with as much interest as those of the
Council members, and presented her with the Hunter’s banner, at
least he made eye contact. She handed the Banner to Rick and moved
down the line to Erin Silvia. Erin gripped Kile’s hand tightly and
presented her with the Hunter’s badge.

“About time,” she whispered.

“Thank you,” Kile replied.

After Erin, was Master Adams, who was also eager to
shake Kile’s hand. He didn’t have anything to give her, but his
friendship and a smile, since he already gave her the code book.
The next in line was Master Boraro. It was here things got a little
awkward. The Weapon’s Master never extended his hand for Kile to
shake, which was okay with her, since she never extended her hand
to him. The two just glared at each other, a sort of mutual
disrespect before Kile went on to Master West who presented her
with the alumni long knife, something Master Boraro was supposed to
do. The change did not go unnoticed. There was a slight murmur in
the crowd and peoples started whispering, but by that time, she was
already receiving her ring from the Guild Master.

“Congratulations, Kile,” Mathew said, but instead of
handing her the ring, as he did with the last thirty four cadets,
he put it on her finger himself.

“Thank you, sir,” She replied, gripping his
hand.

As she stepped off the stage she wanted to keep
walking. The open doors were right in front of her. She could get
Grim from the stables and be on her way before anyone could stop
her, well, almost anyone.

“Seat,” Rick whispered in her ear and directed her
back to her chair.

“I was going,” she shot back.

“Tree said you had more guts than brains.”

Someone was kind enough to stand her chair up for
her while she was on stage, but she didn’t get a chance to sit
down.

“Probationary Hunters will now come to attention,”
Sir Oblum commanded from the podium. He waited until all the new
Hunters were standing.

“So, here we are,” he said, looking at each one of
them, much like he looked at them on their first day at the
Academy. “In spite of all I’ve done, and all that has been done to
you, you’re just too damn stubborn to get the hint. You’re still
here.”

There was an uneasy murmur among the civilians, but
the cadets laughed.

“Well, you finally did it, you finally graduated and
now, I can’t call you cadets anymore; among the other things I
can’t call you. I guess I’ll have to get used to calling you
Hunters. Well, get out there Hunters, you have a job to do.”

Those words marked the end of the graduation
ceremony. The old Hunters, the new Hunters, and the civilians,
exited the Great Hall for the feast which was waiting for them in
the dining hall, just down the hill.

“So,” Rick said, handing Kile her stuff. “What was
that between you and Master Boraro?”

“Nothing,” she replied. She had to wake Vesper up,
so she could store a few things in the courier bag. “We had a bit
of a disagreement.”

“A disagreement, I’ve seen old soul puss when he’s
being disagreeable, and that was not disagreeable, that was
downright loathing. So, what did you do? Did you break his favorite
weapon or something?” he said jokingly.

“No, just his nose,” Kile replied.

Rick stopped and stared at her. “You broke the
Weapon’s Master’s nose,” he exclaimed in disbelief. “Tree really
was right. You do have more guts than brains.”

“It was a minor disagreement,” She assured him.

“Minor,” he laughed. “What would you do if you were
really annoyed with someone, break their neck?”

“Funny, real funny,” she replied.

“Well, I’m getting a head start, after I visit the
feast that is. I’ll see you around Kile.”

“Thanks for everything, Rick.”

“That was uncalled for, though,” Daniel said, coming
up behind her. “What Boraro did was uncalled for.”

“Oh, I don’t care about him anymore. I don’t suppose
I’ll be seeing him anytime soon.”

“Still, I thought he would have a little more class
than that. For all his talk of social status and social graces, you
would think he’d have some.”

“Not really,” she replied.

“It really doesn’t bother you he ignored you like
that, in front of everyone.”

“Everyone, come on Danny, the cadets, the Council,
half the staff, they all wanted me gone. If anything I earned that,
if nothing else it showed that I got under his skin.”

“You’re as bad as your horse, you know that?”

“Thanks, I’ll take that as a compliment,” she
grinned.

“Hey, come on guys, we want to find out where we’re
going,” Alex shouted, waving his destination papers in the air.
Carter and Murphy were standing beside a few of the displays off to
one side. They agreed they would open their destination papers
together, even though Carter already broken the seal on his.

“Who wants to go first?” Daniel asked.

“Carter’s already opened his,” Alex said with a note
of disapproval.

“I didn’t read it,” Carter replied defensively, then
slapped his papers down on one of the displace cases. “Fine, if
it’s that important to you, I’ll go last.”

“Then Daniel should go first, since we already know
where he’s going.” Murphy said.

Daniel shrugged and cracked the seal on his papers.
Unrolling them slowly, he began to read. His faced suddenly
dropped. “They wouldn’t,” he said.

“What… what did they do?” Alex asked, jumping up to
read the paper which Daniel kept pulling away from him.

“They sent me to…”

“To? To where?”

Daniel started to laugh. “To the Littenbeck Guild
Hospital,” He said, hitting Alex with the rolled up parchment.

“Oh, very funny,” Alex pouted.

“Okay, okay, Kile’s next,” Carter said.

Kile took a deep breath and broke the seal on her
papers. She unrolled it slowly and read out the destination.

“It says here, I’m to report to Coopervill.”

They looked at one another and shrugged.

“Never heard of it,” Carter replied.

“Me neither,” Murphy added.

“Oh well,” she said, rolling the papers up and
slipping them into her courier bag. “That’s one we’re going to have
to look up on a map,”

She hadn’t expected anyplace grand. She had a
feeling the Guild wanted to place her as far away as possible. Then
again, that could be the paranoia setting in. Coopervill could be a
very active place, although she doubted it.

Alex broke his seal next and the look on his face
was one of utter amazement. It had to be someplace impressive,
since it left the hyperactive chipmunk speechless.

“Baxter’s Bay,” was the only thing he managed to
squeak out, it was barely above a whisper, but Carter heard it, all
too clearly.

“Oh yeah right,” he said, grabbing the papers from
Alex. He read the destination and shoved them back into the smaller
Hunter’s hand. “That’s it, I give up,” He said, throwing his hands
up in defeat.

“He’s not really…” Daniel started, grabbing the
crumpled sheet from Alex.

“Oh yes he is, he’s been assigned to Baxter’s Bay,”
Carter said in disbelief.

Kile wasn’t sure what the big deal was about
Baxter’s Bay, having never been there herself. She knew it was a
prime destination, even Tree wanted to be assigned there and Erin
often spoke about taking some time off in Baxter’s Bay.

“Where are you going, Murphy?” She asked, noting
that he already unrolled his papers.

“Says here I’m to report to Luth,” he said, shaking
his head.

“There’s another one we’ll have to look up,” Daniel
replied. “Go ahead, Carter, were two for two.”

Carter unrolled his scroll.

“I’m going to Glovgon,” he said in an anticlimactic
way.

“That’s a lumber town in the south west part of
Blackmore,” Murphy said. “I have, or had a cousin who moved down
that way. Don’t know if he’s still there, or even if he’s still
alive.”

“Want to trade?” Carter asked.

“If I was going to trade, I’d trade with Alex,”
Murphy replied.

“I ain’t trading with nobody. I’m going to Baxter’s
Bay,” Alex grinned as he hugged the paper close to his chest.

 


One place was as good as another, when you don’t
know where the other place is, Kile thought, as she looked over the
map which was included with the destination papers. They gave her
three weeks to report to the Guild House in Coopervill, now all she
needed to do was find Coopervill. She sat in her old seat, in the
back of the dining hall while the noises of the festival filled the
air. The Guild spared no expense on the graduation ceremony. They
hired the same bad magician the same armature juggler and the same
band which played the winter’s feasts. They must receive a discount
on package deals.

The food was laid out on tables along the south wall
where anyone could grab whatever they wanted. There was some
singing, some dancing and Alex upstaged the magician with his
illusions, but right now the flautist in white was playing one of
her haunting melodies and the people stopped to listen. Kile
watched it all from the back of the room.

She was starting to feel more and more isolated from
the people around her, even from her friends. Was it because of her
Edge? She watched Vesper pull apart the salad she no longer wanted.
She was more at home with the horses, and the dogs, and of course
the yarrow, than she was with other people.

Mrs. Leary noticed her sitting alone and started to
walk over. Daniel was right behind her. Kile grabbed Vesper from
the table and the yarrow protested with a loud squeak when she
shoved him back into his bag. She dumped the rest of the salad in
with him, to quiet him down.

“Why don’t you join in with the festivities, dear?”
Mrs. Leary asked.

“I’m fine, thank you, ma’am,” Kile replied. “The
day’s been a bit much for me.”

“Oh, I understand, dear.” The older woman said with
a lopsided smile, the same lopsided smile which Daniel often wore.
“It was because of that rude man during the ceremony wasn’t it? He
upset you, didn’t he?” Mrs. Leary said.

Mrs. Leary was knocking back the cider a bit.

“I don’t think Kile wants to talk about it, mother.”
Daniel said, coming to Kile’s rescue.

“Well, someone ought to give that young man a good
talking to. There was no reason to be rude like that.”

“Mrs. Leary, may I speak with Daniel alone for a
moment?” Kile asked, getting up from the table.

“Of course dear, you don’t need my permission.” Mrs.
Leary replied, and then whispered rather loudly in Daniel’s ears.
“You better hold on to this one, dear.”

Daniel’s face was red when he followed Kile
outside.

“I’m leaving,” she told him.

“What, because of what my mother said. She’s not
used to these types of festivities. She has a tendency to… drink a
few.”

“No, your mother is sweet, it’s just that… I don’t
know. I just don’t fit in here, I guess I never did. All these
people, all this noise…”

“I know,” Daniel said with the same lopsided smile
his mother wore, but for some reason, his was sad. “You’ve changed…
a lot.”

“Lets’ not go there,” she warned him.

“I don’t mean physically, I mean mentally,
spiritually. I’ve noticed you’re more comfortable in the stables
than in the dining hall, and that you sneak out with Oblum’s dogs
rather than hang out with us. You’re a lot more in tune with the
natural world than what you may think. Just remember which world
you come from.”

“Will you… give my goodbyes to the others? I don’t
really want to drag this out.”

“Of course, they’ll understand, well… maybe not
Alex.”

“Alex will get over it. He’s going to Baxter’s Bay,
besides… we’ll see each other before long. I’m sure I’ll be
delivering messages to Littenbeck in no time, and if not I just
have to write them myself so I can deliver them.”

“Well, when you do, address it to the Guild
hospital, in care of Certified Level Five Hunter, Daniel
Leary.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself Probationary Level
Five. You haven’t received your certificate yet.”

“One month, that all I have to wait, one month,”
Daniel laughed.

-We go? Want to say goodbye.-

Kile opened the courier pouch and Vesper climbed out
on her hand. She lifted him up before Daniel, who looked at her
with the ‘what am I supposed to do’ face.

“He wants to say goodbye,” she told him.

“I never said goodbye to a yarrow before,” Daniel
said, stroking the rodent’s head. “Goodbye Vesper, keep an eye on
Kile for me, will you?”

Vesper squeaked his assurance, even if Daniel didn’t
understand, Kile did. She lowered her hand beside the bag and
Vesper jumped in.

“I have a feeling I’ll be hearing about you quite a
bit,” Daniel grinned. “There aren’t many Hunters like you.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said.

Kile hugged Daniel, turned, and headed towards the
stables. She didn’t look back.

In some ways, she was glad she was leaving, it some
ways it was easy. There were things she was going to miss, Daniel
was one of them. She told him she would write, that she would keep
in touch, but how many times did she heard the same thing. That was
the problem once you parted. You always want to keep in touch, but
it never happens. You always say you’ll write, but you never do.
She wondered if this was the last time she would ever see.

Entering the stables she found Rick packing his
saddle bags.

“Party over so soon?” he asked.

“It is for me,” she replied. “How far are you
going?”

“South a ways, little town of Norton, I have some
messages I have to deliver there, don’t suppose you’ve heard of
it.”

“Sorry,” she replied.

“Don’t be, you’ll start to learn where all the
cities, towns and farmhouses are located throughout Aru.”

“How about Coopervill?” she asked.

“Coopervill? Yeah, I’ve been up there, once or
twice.”

“Care for some company, at least part way?” she
asked.

“Sure, why not. How long will it take you to get
ready?”

“Been ready,” she replied. “I been ready before the
graduation ceremony even started. I have all my stuff waiting for
me in the stall beside my horse.”

“You’ve really eager to get to your new home,” he
laughed.

“Home?” She asked, she knew the word, but the
meaning was foreign, did she ever have a home. “Yeah, I guess so,”
she lied.

“Well then, let’s get you set, shall we. Where’s
your mount?” he asked, heading to the back of the stables.

“The stall all the way at the end,” She told him,
and then realized her mistake. “RICK WAIT.”

There was a loud thump, followed by a scream, then a
crash.

-Thirty seven-

She heard Grim laugh.
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“Look, I really am sorry about that,” Kile said for
what must have been the tenth time since they left the Academy.

“It’s alright,” Rick laughed. “He just caught me by
surprised, that’s all. Scared the living daylights out of me.”

“Yeah, he has a knack for doing that, and he won’t
do it again if he knows what’s good for him,” She replied,
directing the last part of to statement to Grim.

Grim snorted his reply.

They traveled for nearly four hours along the road,
moving farther and farther away from the Academy. She thought, the
more distance she placed between it and her, the more homesick she
would feel, but it never happened. It felt the same as when she
left Riverport for the entry examination in Littenbeck. There were
people she left behind, people she would miss, but the place was
never home. It was just another stop on a longer journey. She had a
feeling Coopervill would be the same. All she needed to do was to
figure out where this journey was taking her.

They stopped only once, for Rick to “get his
bearings” as he put it, but she was sure it was closer to ‘finding
a tree’ and she waited with the horses while he disappeared into
the woods.

Rick named his horse, Rain Cloud, which really
didn’t surprise Kile since the she was a blue roan mare, and most
Hunters were lacking in originality. Her real name was, Taiala, and
although she wasn’t overly impressed with her vir name, she was
beginning to accept it. Taiala and Rick traveled together for the
better part of three years, ever since he graduated from the
Academy. The mare was quite fond of her master. Kile also learned a
few things from the horse, such as Rick’s full name, Richard Dropus
Stewart, and that he liked to play the flute, although he wasn’t
very good at it, and he had a nasty habit of eating Omna. She never
heard of Omna, but according to Taiala, it had a unique smell which
the horse found offensives. But, it was the stories of the raid on
Grover’s Den which Kile was interested in. It was the place where
Tree died along with thirteen other Hunters, and although Rick said
he was carrying on Tree wishes by being at her graduations, she
really hadn’t placed him in Grover’s Den at the time.
Unfortunately, Taiala didn’t understand everything that happened
during those events, and what information she was able to give
Kile, left her with more questions than answers.

They stopped for the night in a small clearing where
the road forked. Rick pointed out the Hunter Marks, which were
carved into a tree, designating it as a safe place to camp. While
he went to get wood for a fire, Kile set about unpacking the
horses. She wanted to talk to Rick about Tree’s death, but she
wasn’t sure how to broach the subject, or if Rick even wanted to
talk about it.

“I’m afraid this is about as far as we can travel
together,” he said, sitting down beside the fire and opening his
saddle bags. He started pulling out rather large quantities of
food, and she wondered if he left anything at the feast for the
other guests. “I’ll be taking the south road to Norton in the
morning. You’re going to have to take the north road to get to
Coopervill. I’d like to take you all the way, but… I have to
complete my assignment first and if we divert, you’ll never get to
Coopervill in time.”

“No, that’s alright, I don’t mind traveling alone,”
she said, although, with Grim and Vesper, she wouldn’t be
alone.

“It took me a lot longer to get used to that part of
the job,” he laughed and tossed her a few apples from his food
stash. “I… noticed… you were only eating fruit at the feast.” He
said, glancing down at the beef he skewered on a stick and was
reheating over the fire. “If you want some, you’re more than
welcome…”

“No, no, please enjoy, this is more than
enough.”

Rick watched her cut one of the apples into thin,
even slices, and then drop them into her courier bag.

“Can I ask you why you don’t eat meat?” he
asked.

“It’s kind of complicated,” she replied.

“Is it like, a religious thing?”

“A what?”

“A religious thing, you know, you’re not allowed to
eat meat because it goes against your beliefs.”

“Yeah, I guess it’s kind of like that… in a way,”
she said.

“That's cool, I can respect that.” Rick replied,
tending to the beef. “I was raised a Thian myself, but I seldom
practice it.”

Kile smiled and nodded, having no idea what he was
talking about. Religion was just another one of those things her
father didn’t believe in, so it was never discussed in her family.
Most people didn’t talk about their religion since the churches
were divided between gods, goddesses and demigods and then there
were all the saints and the conflicting ideas, and a simple
discussion on religion often resulted in a fist fight.

She dropped the last slice of apple into her courier
bag, put the small knife away and started to eat the second one
herself.

“So… you were at… Grover’s Den,” she said between
bites.

Rick looked up from the meal he was preparing with a
haunted look in his eyes. Maybe it wasn’t the best way to approach
the subject, but she wasn’t getting any answers by hesitating.

“I’m sorry, if you don’t want to talk about it,” she
said.

“No, that’s alright. You just kind of caught me by
surprise. How did you know I was there?”

To tell him his horse, who didn’t really like the
name he gave her, was the one who told her, would probably make the
discussion a little more awkward.

“When you talked about Tree… I… just assumed you
were there.”

He nodded, accepting the conclusion, but he didn’t
speak for a while as he gathered his thoughts.

“I wasn’t actually there when he died.” He said, and
it sounded as if he was apologizing for his action, rather than
explaining them. “What you have to understand is that Denal is a
very small Province when compared to Callor in both resources and
finances. The towns along the border, like Grover’s Den, rely
heavily on both Denal and Callor for their protection. When the
uhyre began to amass along the western border, Lord Warren, of the
Denal Province, hired Hunters to escort the people of those border
towns to safety. What we didn’t expect, were the Callor troops who
were supporting the Denal forces, would suddenly withdraw, leaving
the border towns defenseless.

“Tree was stationed at Grover’s Den at the time, but
you already knew that. He saw it as his duty to make sure the
people of that town reached safety. With only the soldiers from
Denal to help him, the Hunters agreed to stand alongside him at the
breakpoint to slow down the uhyre when they crossed the border.

“The valrik launched several attacks, each one
fiercer than the last. They didn’t seem to regard their own lives,
much less ours. They just came over the border, mindlessly
attacking everything in sight. Tree was wounded during the second
attack and I tried to get him to retreat with the civilians but he
refused. He knew they couldn’t hold off the valrik for long, I’m
pretty sure he knew he wasn’t going to survive the night, but I’ll
be dammed if he wasn’t smiling all the while. That’s when he gave
me his pin, told me to give it to you, told me I had to be at your
graduation ceremony because he made you a promise, and he hoped you
would understand.

“Since my… Edge… allowed me the most… freedom, I
assisted with the actual evacuation, getting as many civilians out
of harms way as I could, before the real invasion began. It was…
completely… senseless. There was absolutely no point to it. The
uhyre overran the lines, ransacked the outposts, burned everything
down, killed every living thing in their way and then… they just…
retreated back to the wastelands, as if it was… nothing.”

Rick fell silent for a while, staring into the
flames of the campfire, poking at it with a long stick. Kile could
see the tears in his eyes as he tried to hold them back. He quickly
brushed them away with the back of his hand and forced a smile.

“I went back with the remaining Hunters… but by
then…” He said, shaking his head. “If Callor hadn’t pulled out,
they might have stood a chance, at least better than what they
had.”

“Why would Callor abandon them?” She asked.

“Who knows?” he said, still staring into the flames.
“With the loss of the border towns Denal shrinks a little more and
Lord Warren’s power along with it. Maybe Lord Rimes saw an
opportunity to expand the Callor Province without having to lift a
sword, maybe he saw no reason in risking his soldiers in a battle
he knew he couldn’t win.”

“Maybe he was paid off,” She suggested.

Rick quickly looked up and she expected him to scold
her for making accusation again the Rimes family, but the look in
Rick’s eyes told her she may have hit a mark she wasn’t aiming
for.

“Don’t think you’re not the first person who
believes that,” He said.

His eyes slowly scanned the clearing around them, as
if he was expecting someone to step out from behind a tree at any
minute. It would appear a lot of people were paranoid these
days.

“The very day after the Callor army pulled out…” He
said in a whisper, leaning over the fire. “…was the day the uhyre
attacked. I don’t believe in coincidences. A buddy of mine, a
solider in the Callor force stationed at Greenwater, was ordered
out one day before the uhyre forced overran the place. He says it
was just luck, I’m not so sure.”

The talk was treason, pure and simple, whether it
was true or false. True, and the treason was placed upon the Callor
army and Lord Rimes for allowing an invading force to enter Aru
unchecked. False, and the treason were placed upon two Hunters
sitting in a clearing, speaking out against the cousin to the
king.

“We’re just Hunters,” Rick announced. “We shouldn’t
be talking about such things, Politics and governments do not
concern us.”

The haunted look on his face was slowly replaced by
the familiar smile. “So, you have anything you wish to ask an
experienced Hunter, like myself,” he said with a grin, leaning back
away from the fire.

“You’ve only been in the wild for three years,” she
replied.

“Oh yeah, but they were a long and eventful three
years,” he laughed. “Well, if you don’t have any questions, how
about I play you a tune?”

Reaching into his pack, he pulled out a small,
silver, flute and began to play. To say he couldn’t play very well,
was a gross understatement. She must have made a face because he
suddenly stopped and looked at her.

“You have a problem with my playing?” he asked. At
first, she thought he was genuinely annoyed with her reaction.

“Well,” she started to say, not sure whether she
should lie or tell him the truth. Neither one would bring her much
reward. If she told him the truth, he would only be upset and if
she lied, he would continue to play.

“Don’t say it, I know,” he said, looking at the
flute as if it betrayed him. “I picked this up with my very first
pay, no, this is my second flue, Rain Cloud stepped on my first
flue, I don’t think she appreciates good music.”

“Maybe that’s why she stepped on it,” Kile
replied.

Rick laughed. “You’re probably right. I just can’t
get the hang of it,” he said, and he blew into the flute again. It
gave out a high pitched shrill. Taiala whinnied at the noise and
Grim wasn’t much better, although Kile wouldn’t repeat what the
mountain pony said, but even she cringed at the sound.

“And that was only after three years of practice,”
Rick said with pride.

“I use to like the sound of the flute,” Kile
replied.

“Then here, you give it a try,” he said, handing her
the flute.

“I can’t play this. I wouldn’t know where to start,”
She replied.

It was about a foot long, with more holes than she
had fingers to cover them with.

“Oh, it's easy,” Rick said. He came around the fire
and sat down beside her, then reached around her to hold her
hands.

It was a strange experience for Kile. First, having
to hold a flute and secondly, having a guy sitting close to her
with his arms around her, trying to show her how to hold a flute.
Truth be told, she preferred just the flute. She played the small,
delicate instrument and managed to make a sound which couldn’t be
called music, but it wasn’t nearly as hard on the ears as what Rick
played.

“See, you’re a natural,” he said, moving over to his
own blanket and leaving her with the flute.

“Somehow I don’t think so,” she replied, trying to
hand it back.

“Keep it,” he told her. “Rain Cloud will love you
for it. Maybe she’ll even talk to me again. I guess I’ll buy myself
a lute next time, what do you think?”

“Talk to you?” She asks. She looked over at Rick,
who was now stretched out on his blanket.

“Well, not literally,” he laughed. “But, she hasn’t
been as responsive lately. I’m wondering if Grover’s Den was too
much for her.”

Kile bit her lip and looked down at the flute. “If
you don’t ask me how I know, I can tell you something about Rain
Cloud which might help.”

This got Rick’s attention and he rolled over,
looking at her suspiciously. “Okay… shoot,” he said.

Now she was in for it, she thought. She couldn’t
just leave well enough alone. She took a deep breath, closed her
eyes, and tried to get everything out as fast as possible before
she had time to regret it.

“Her name is Taiala, she’s not very fond of the name
Rain Cloud, she doesn’t like your flute playing, she hates the
smell of Omna, but she does like you. Good night.”

Kile quickly rolled over on her blanket, pulling it
around her so she was facing away from the fire and away from a
rather stunned Rick.

 


The next morning, Kile woke to something which
smelled wonderful. It took her a few moments to realize where she
was and what was happening. She turned over and saw Rick cooking
something over the open fire, in a small pot.

“Morning,” he said when he noticed her moving.

At first, she thought she overslept, but it was
still dark and the sun wouldn’t be up for at least another
hour.

“You’re up early,” She remarked, trying to stretch
the kinks out of her back. It was true, a good soft bed was not the
same as sleeping on the ground with only a blanket to keep you from
the cold earth, but the same could be said in reverse. She realized
she was still holding the flute in her hand and quickly slipped it
into the courier bag.

-What's this?-

Vesper asked, chewing on it to see if it was
edible.

“Leave it alone, it’s not yours,” she replied.

“What’s not mine?” Rick asked, looking around the
campsite. He probably thought he took or used something which
belonged to her.

“Sorry, not you. I was… oh, never mind.” She said,
shaking her head.

It was too hard to explain this early in the
morning.

“Well, breakfast is ready, I hope you like it, and
don’t worry, it’s vegetarian.”

“Veggie- what?” she asked.

“Vegetarian. You are a vegetarian, aren’t you?”

“I’m not sure. Am I?” She asked, sitting down in
front of the fire and trying to look into the pot. She never heard
of the word before, although, it sounded a lot like vegetable.

“Vegetarian, it means you don’t eat meat,” Rick
explained.

“There’s a word for that?” she asked, a bit
surprised.

“Yeah, what did you think it was called?”

“Most of my friends just referred to it as
strange.”

“I’m not surprised. I’ve known you for two days and
you have to be the strangest Hunter I’ve ever met.”

“Thanks,” she laughed. “I’ll take that as a
compliment.”

“Yeah, I figured you would.” He said. He dished out
two bowls full of, what appeared to be, a viscous green liquid. He
handed one to Kile, who was a little hesitant to accept it.

“Look, I know I promised, but that stuff about Rain…
I mean Taiala, was that true, are you on the up and up or are you
trying to play me?” he asked.

“Why, did she respond to the name?”

“As a matter of fact, she did.”

“So, what difference does it make where I got the
information from?” She replied. She started to eat her vegetarian
breakfast. He was definitely a better cook than he was a
musician.

“Even about Omna?” Rick asked.

She looked up at him. “What is Omna anyway?”

“You’ve never had Omna, oh, you don’t know what
you’re missing.” Rick said, setting his bowl aside. “Real Omna is
made of strips of rabbit, stewed with garlic, onions and pepper and
rolled in this flat doughy bread, but you have to go to Baala to
get it. You can get something similar on this side of the border,
but they make it with beef, not rabbit, so it’s just not the same,
but then, you don’t eat meat so you wouldn’t like it anyway.”

“No, I don’t think I would, it sounds… horrible,”
she replied.

“Well, the problem is, you see, it’s really good,
but once you eat it, it sort of upsets the system.”

“That’s enough,” she said, holding up her hand. “I
don’t think I want to hear any more, it’s no wonder Taiala doesn’t
like it.”

While they ate their breakfast, Rick told her
stories about Tree, and their days at the Academy together. She
liked hearing about Tree, and he needed to reminisce about his
friend, so she listened to every story. The sun was already
starting to peek over the trees by the time they packed most of the
stuff away.

“Okay, let’s see that map of yours,” Rick said,
tying the last bag closed on Taiala. Kile unrolled the map which
came with her destination papers.

“No wonder you couldn’t find Coopervill, it’s not
even on here,” he said.

Using a flat rock as a table, he started filling in
parts of the map. “You see, this is where Coopervill is.”

“There’s no road going up there,” she remarked.

“Well, there is, it’s just not on your map. Here’s
Coopervill, here’s Noxton, and somewhere around here is Shrop.”
Rick said, marking each new location on the map. “Coopervill and
Noxton are mining towns and Shrop is big in lumber.”

“Who names theses places, anyway?” Kile asked.

“I know,” Rick laughed. “On one of my first
assignments, I had to find this little town called Fish Knees. I
never knew fish had knees until I got there. If you’re really
interested in the history of any town, there’s always some old man
sitting outside a local pub who can tell you all the stories you
want to hear, for a pint.”

“I don’t think I’m that interested,” she assured
him.

“Well, I know Coopervill was named after the copper,
which was mined there. It was originally called Copper Village, and
then somehow they changed it to Coopervill. I know because I spent
two weeks trying to find Copper Village and nobody knew what I was
talking about. The road is here,” he said, pointing to a blank
section of the map. “Just follow this road up past Marcin’s pass
and you should find your way into Coopervill. The whole trip should
take you about six days at a quick pace.”

“Well, that’s sounds nice.”

“I also suggest you get yourself some new clothes,
the uniforms attract too much attention, and right now, I don’t
think Hunters need any more attention in that area. You’re also
going to want to keep your weapon handy, if people think you can
take care of yourself, they are more likely to leave you alone, and
if you broke Master Boraro’s nose, I’m sure you can take care of
yourself.”

“Should I be worried?” she asked.

Rick sighed, which, she was starting to learn,
meant, what he was about to tell her, wasn’t going to be the whole
story.

“Truth be told, I wouldn’t have chosen that location
for a probie Hunter, but I suppose someone has to be assigned
there. Coopervill is the only place in that area with a Guild
House, so you may be bounced between Coopervill, Noxton and Shrop.
All three are still in the Denal Province, so the Guild House
answers to Lord Warren, which is to your advantage, but if you
really believe what you said last night, then think about this. The
Denal Province is stuck between the western border and the Callor
Province.”

“And Denal doesn’t have the resources to defend
themselves, and there’s little chance that Callor would come to its
aid,” she concluded.

“Not unless Lord Rimes is ordered by the crown, and
even then, it’s hard to say how long it would take him. Once you
cross the river at Marcin’s pass, you’ll be in the Denal
Province.”

“Thanks, Rick,” she said, rolling up the map. She
slipped them into her courier bag with a little difficulty since
Vesper was trying to push them out.

“I don’t know why you’re thanking me, I’m telling
you how to get there, by this time next week you’ll be cursing me
for giving you directions. You’re not that far from the western
border, Kile, just watch yourself. Something’s is going on, I’m not
sure what it is, but I have this strange feeling someone may be
hunting Hunters.”

That was a theory she could have done without.

“Well, there really isn’t much I can do about that,”
she said, walking over to Grim who was waiting impatiently.

“There is one more thing I need to know,” Rick
called out.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“What do you have in that courier bag?”

She opened the flap to the bag and reached inside.
Vesper seized his opportunity and quickly crawled up her arm to sit
on her shoulder. He stared at Rick, who stared back.

“That’s what I thought,” he said, nodding at the
yarrow. “Well, I guess this is really it. I’ll see you around
Probationary Level Five Hunter, Kile Lucinda Veller.”

“Not if I see you first, Certified Level Five
Hunter, Richard Dropus Stewart.”

“Hey, how did you know my middle name?”

But it was no use, she was already gone.

“She’s is definitely one of the strange one, isn’t
she Taiala?” Rick asked his horse as he mounted up. The mare
whinnied a reply.

“I agree,” He said, but he really had no idea what
the horse said. “But it’s always the strange ones that become the
great ones.”

 


Kile was free, on her own, and on her way to
Coopervill. They gave her three weeks to get there and if Rick
hadn’t steered her wrong, he estimated it should only take her six
days. That was more than enough time to get the lay of the land. It
felt kind of strange to be out on her own, away from the Academy,
away from the instructors, away from her family and friends, well,
all except for Grim and Vesper. As long as they were around, she
would never be alone.

There was a strange bond, or simply, an
understanding between the mountain pony and the yarrow. She
wouldn’t call it a friendship, not yet, anyway. For all of Grim’s
complaining and ill tempered behavior, he had no problems letting
Vesper ride on his head. It was kind of comical, to see the little
white rodent sitting between the ears and among the thick, black,
coat of the pony, but as long as neither of them were complaining,
why should she.

Pulling out Rick’s flute, she started to play. She
couldn’t actually play any songs, she didn’t know any. She just
strung together notes which sounded right. There wasn’t a proper
melody, and some of the notes came out a little bent, but every
musician must start somewhere. Vesper liked the sound of the flute,
but like most things, Grim thought it pointless, although, he
didn’t complain when she played it.

As they plodded along the road, she tried to mimic
the sounds of the birds, trying to capture each note with the flue.
A few of the birds, even came down to help her out. They would
repeat the same notes over and over again until she could find it
on the flute. It was only when Grim had seven or eight of these
birds sitting on his back, tweeting the same sound over and over
again did he lodge a protest with a slight hop, which forced the
birds to take flight, but not for long.

They stopped for the evening in a small clearing off
the side of the road. She couldn’t think of any reason to start a
fire. The food she ate didn’t need to be cooked, the nights weren’t
nearly cold enough, and as for keeping wild animals at bay, well,
she would actually welcome them.

The feeling of waking up in the middle of the wild
was incredible. The sun was just coming up over the horizon, and
there was nothing pressing on her schedule. She could take as long
as she wanted to get back on the road.

After a quick breakfast and a long bath in the
stream, she decided to rearrange her supplies before continuing on
to Coopervill. She really didn’t give much thought to packing, just
toss everything in the pack and take off. Now she was on her own,
she understood the need for organization. Keep those things she
really needs close at hand. As she sorted through her belonging,
she took a little more time to really examine those trinkets, which
were handed out during graduation. What was she supposed to do with
an alumni long knife? It wasn’t suitable for everyday use, and she
didn’t have a wall or a display case to put it in so it could
collect dust. There was also the cheap green banner which bore the
Hunter’s crest. Her first thought was just to ditch them. Then
again, she could try selling them. Food and lodging didn’t come
cheap, especially for an ornery mountain pony. Eventually, she
decided to send them to her brother, it seemed proper and he’d get
a kick out of them.

Kile took Rick’s advice, and began to wear the Lann,
although it still didn’t feel comfortable. Although, she knew how
to wield the blades, it still felt as if she was playing at being a
Hunter. Like a small child who carries a wooden sword in their belt
and pretends to be a knight, it just didn’t feel real.

It took two more days of riding before they reached
Marcin’s pass. It was a narrow path, cut through the very end of
the mountain range. If she followed the map, as it was laid out for
her, it would take her another week before she reached Denal.
Rick’s short cut would put her in Denal by evening. She started to
think back to the book on adventuring, the one she would write when
she retired from the Hunter’s Guild. A well drawn, and up-to-date,
map was an essential piece of adventuring equipment. Maybe that was
something she should think about doing. Instead of the book, she
could draw her own maps. She could map out the entire Kingdom of
Aru. She could even indicate the different species of animal life
in each area. There aren’t many cartographers who could get a
bird’s eye view of the surrounding territories. Then, when she was
done, she could take on Baala, maybe even try the Omna that Rick
spoke about… then again she wasn’t that adventurous. There was
always the western border, the place which some call the
wastelands, or the western flat lands. As far as she knew, they’ve
never been mapped. Of course, there was that slight problem, with
the whole ‘valrik trying to kill you’ thing which would make
mapping a little difficult.

The pass opened up to a natural bridge with the
waters flowing far below. Rick did tell her, she had to cross a
river to get to Denal. This had to be the river, he was referring
to. Grim walked crossed the narrow bridge without hesitating and
Kile pulled out the map to see if the river had a name, which, of
course, it didn’t.

“How does the Guild expect you to find anything, if
they don’t give you a proper map?” She complained, shoving the map
back into the courier bag.

-Maybe it’s another test.-

Grim said as he plodded along the road, now coming
down out of the hills.

“You don’t really think so… do you? I mean, I
graduated. Why would they be testing me?”

-Are you sure you graduated?-

“I’m sure you’re trying to play mind games,” she
replied, but it was a good question. When she took the entry
examination, they convinced her she was being attacked by valrik
and was actually killed by one. Who’s to say what is real, but if
this was all part of the entry examination, it would have meant she
never left the Mystic Tower, and the last three years never
happened. The thought of that sent a shiver down her spine.

“What’s wrong?” She asked when Grim stopped
moving.

-Which way?-

The road split in two, one side continued west, the
other side went north. Kile pulled the map out, but she knew there
wouldn’t be any answers on it.

“Great, we’re lost,” she said.

-Speak for yourself, I'm not lost.-

“If I’m lost, you’re lost, unless you know where you
are right now.”

-Of course I do… I’m right here.-

“Infallible logic as always Grim,” she said,
dismounting. “We’re not lost, everyone else is.”

She walked up the road a bit to take a look around.
The mountain range in the east, which they crossed earlier that
afternoon, was still visible. The tree line ran along the lowlands
and plains stretched out before her. There was no sign of
civilization, at least none which she could see.

“Would it kill someone to put up a signpost?” she
yelled. “According to the map, or at least the parts Rick filled
in, we should be close to Coopervill, and it would stand to reason,
if Coopervill is a mining town, then it should be north of here,
towards the mountains. Well, that’s my theory anyway, anyone else
care to venture a guess.”

- I suppose your theory makes sense.-

Grim replied.

“Thanks for your support.”

-Food-

Vespers thoughts were so loud and so primal, that
when she heard them, she instantly felt hungry.

“Where?” she asked, turning to see the yarrow
sitting upon the pony’s head, he was staring towards the northern
road. “I guess we’re in agreement then.”

Climbing back on Grim, she turned the pony north,
towards the mountains. The sun was already past the noon hour.
Hopefully, they would find Coopervill before dark.

As Grim proceeded north, Kile pulled out her code
book to refresh herself on section 2B, the section on what she was
supposed to do when she reached the Guild House. She didn’t have to
be there for another two weeks, but what else was she going to do
in a mining town until then. If it was someplace like Littenbeck,
or, dare she say it, Baxter Bay, then maybe she could spend some
time seeing the sights. The mining town couldn’t be much bigger
than Riverport, and she could see all of Riverport in one
afternoon.

Another reason to start as soon as possible was
money. She didn’t have any, and any little bit, she could scrape
together now, was only going to help her in the future. When she
receives her certification, the Guild will no longer pay her way.
Oblum explained it to her, and she read something to that extent in
the code book. But there was a section, which listed the expenses
the Guild would cover, even when she was certified. She was looking
for that list, when Grim suddenly took off.

“Grim,” she called out. She shoved the code book
into the courier bag and grabbed Vesper when he slid down the
horse’s neck, stuffing the yarrow in the courier bag as well Kile
grabbed the pony’s mane with both hands and pulled, but he
continued to pick up speed.

“What is your problem, slow down?” she yelled, but
he wasn’t listening.

Trees were flying past her and the mountain range
was coming closer. Was this Grim’s home? Was this where the
mountain pony was captured? Did he find his herd? She could see
nothing familiar from the time their identities merged, but it was
clear Grim detected something.

The road turned right, but Grim didn’t. He charged
straight on, running flat out across the fields and through the
trees.

“Grim stop… whoa,” Kile yelled, still pulling on his
mane. “You stop now or there’s no…“

A low branch put an end to her threat as it swept
her off the pony’s back, dropping her in the middle of an apple
orchard.

“Oh, he is so dead.” She mumbled, getting to her
feet and rubbing her backside. She watched him disappear through a
hedge.

“You alright, Vesper?” she asked, picking up the
courier bag

-Me okay-

Vesper assured her.

Kile surveyed her surroundings. It would appear they
found civilization, since the apple orchard looked tended to. They
couldn’t be far from Coopervill now.

“I guess we’re on foot, for a while.” She said and
set off after her horse.

Fortunately, she didn’t have very far to walk. She
fought her way through the hedge and found herself standing in the
front yard of a small farm house. She also found a large, shaggy,
black, horse, standing in a rose bush with his head stuck through a
kitchen window, and his face in a pie pan. There was a young, dark
haired, woman in the kitchen with a startled look on her face,
trying to keep another pie away from the hungry pony.

Kile’s first thought was to keep walking. She could
pretend she never saw the mountain pony before. Who was to say
otherwise? She could walk to Coopervill, find the Guild House and
see if they could provide her with another horse. The only problem
with that scenario, Grim had all her belongings strapped to him.
She had no choice, but to retrieve him.

Grim finished off the first apple pie before Kile
could reach him, and he was stretching his neck through the window,
reaching with his tongue for the second one, which the young lady
was still holding. Kile was sure this woman was about to scream at
any moment, bringing the town guard running, assuming Coopervill
had a town guard. Instead, she held the pie, which she risked life
and limb to protect, closer to the horse so he could eat it.

“Grim,” Kile shouted. “You dumped me in the field to
satisfy your addiction?”

She looked through the window at the woman who was
holding the pie pan for Grim to eat out of. The pie didn’t last
very long and Grim was already licking the edges of the pan. The
young woman didn’t appear to be angry, in fact, she appeared to be
quite thrilled with the hoses and his appetite.

“I am so sorry, ma’am, I don’t know what got into
him. I’ll pay for the damages of course,” Kile assured her. She
grabbed Grim’s mane and tried to pull him back. He wasn’t budging.
Maybe she should look into having him fitted with a harness,
whether he wanted it or not. But they’re expensive, and at the
moment she didn’t even have the money to pay for the pies he
ate.

“I’ve been told my pies are good,” the woman
laughed. “But, I have to say, no one has gone through that much
trouble to get one.”

She was taking this better than Kile thought, unless
the woman just wasn’t all there.

“I really am sorry miss,” she apologized again.

“Oh please, don’t worry yourself over it,” the dark
haired woman said, setting the pie pan down on the sill for Grim to
get at.

“That’s it. That was your last pie,” Kile told the
horse, who was still licking the empty pan. “You dump me on my ass
in the middle of nowhere just so you can eat. You can ignore me as
much as you want, it doesn’t change anything.”

The young woman came around the corner of the house,
wiping her hands on her apron. She casually stepped over the plants
Grim crushed to reach the window. She didn’t seem at all bothered
by the fact her house was invaded by a mountain pony, or the same
pony devoured two of her pies and crushed her roses.

She was taller than Kile and possibly a little
older. Her hair was long and braided so that it hung down the
center of her back. Her eyes were a crystal blue, and her
complexion was flawless, if you disregarded the flour marked on her
cheeks. She had obviously been baking and now had nothing to show
for it.

“I am so sorry,” Kile apologized for the third time,
but it just didn’t seem to be enough.

“Oh, stop your worrying,” the woman said with a
smile, “there was no harm done, although, I must say, I was a bit
startled.”

She stepped towards Grim, gently stroking his side
with the palm of her hand. It was not an attempt to discourage him,
or to scold him, just to let him know she was there. It was also
something you just don’t do with a mountain pony, but Grim didn’t
seem to care.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a horse as… unique as
this, what's his name?” she asked.

“Grim… his name is Grim, ma’am,” Kile replied.

She thought about it for a while, and then smiled.
“It kind of fits him.” She said, turning her attention to Kile.
“You’re new here as well, aren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am,”

“Please, I’m far from being a ma’am,” she laughed,
“The name is Alisa, Alisa Reaba.”

“Kile, Kile Veller.”

Alisa stepped back to get a better look at Kile. “My
first guess would be military, but there are no women in the
military,” she said.

“No, ma’am,” Kile replied.

“Again with the ma’am,” Alisa laughed. “You, Kile,
are as odd as your horse. What business do you have in Coopervill,
if you don’t mind me asking?”

Well, at least she was in the right place, which was
a start.

“I’m looking for the Hunter’s Guild House.”

“Are you planning on hiring them?” Alisa asked.

“Actually, I’m a Certified Level Five Hunter, well,
I’m still probationary, but I’ve recently graduated from the
Hunter’s Academy and I’ve been assigned here.”

“You’re a Hunter.” Alisa said, her eyes lighting up.
“I didn’t think girls could become Hunters.”

“Well, there’s nothing which says they can’t, but
there are only two now, Erin Silvia and myself,” Kile
explained.

When the name of Erin Silvia didn’t spark a
reaction, Kile knew she was a long way from home.

“Well then, you’re in luck. For Hunters, we offer
reasonable stable fees,” Alisa announced.

“Stable fees?”

“Why, yes, I thought that’s what you came here for,
to stable your horse.”

“Actually, I didn’t realize this was a stable, I
thought it was just an orchard.”

“It is, and it isn’t,” Alisa replied. “We grow
apples as well as a variety of other vegetables for the markets in
town and a few of the inns, but we also stable horses and we have a
blacksmith on call once a week.”

“I’m afraid I can’t really afford stable fees right
now. I haven’t been paid and I’m not sure when I will be, or even
how much I’ll get.”

“Oh, not to worry,” Alisa said with a wave of her
hand. “I wasn’t planning on you paying me now. I usually collect at
the end of each month.”

“You collect? So, you own the stables?”

“Left to me by my father, who passed away two years
ago. I’ve been running it ever since.”

“Alone?”

“Oh, no, I have a few people working for me, like
Carl over there.” She said, waving to a large burly man. He came
walking across the field towards them, wiping his hands on a rag,
which he stuffed into his back pocket.

“Yes, Miss. Reaba?” He said.

“Carl, could you take Hunter Veller’s horse to the
stables.” She told him.

Carl was a little surprised to see the horse with
his head still in the kitchen window, but he didn’t say anything
about it. He walked over to Grim and when he couldn’t find the
horse's reins, he turned to Alisa for help.

Kile approached Grim from the other side so Carl
couldn’t see what she was doing. She climbed up on the window sill
to get to his ear.

“You owe me for dumping me on my ass back there,”
she scolded the pony.

Grim said nothing in response.

“I suppose you want to stay here, at these
stables?”

-Will there be more pie?-

“Not for you there won’t, unless you behave yourself
and you’re not doing a very good job at that,” She said, raising
her voice. Carl and Alisa were watching her. “Look Grim, I thought
we had a deal, you help me, and I help you. What do want? Do you
want me to release you back to the wild?”

-No.-

That simple response caught her off guard, she
wasn’t expecting it. She was under the assumption, Grim wanted his
freedom.

“You don’t want to go home?”

-Not yet, I’m having too much fun with you.-

“Fun? This is fun?”

-It is for me.-

“Wonderful,” she said. “Are you saying you want to
stay with me?”

-For the time being. I like you vir. There aren’t
too many vir I have the opportunity to speak to.-

“Then why are you making this so difficult?” she
asked, again, loud enough to get a reaction from Alisa and Carl,
who probably through she was as crazy as her horse.

-It doesn’t have to be difficult vir. You’re the one
making it difficult. You put too much pressure on yourself. You
worry too much about how others perceive you. You are different
from them. What is so wrong about that?-

“Nothings wrong with that… well, almost nothing. The
point is, I have to live among the vir. I can be acting too strange
now, can I?”

-Like now?-

Grim asked, looking back over his shoulder at Alisa
and Carl, who were watching the exchange between the redheaded
woman and the long, haired, mountain pony.

“Yeah, like now,” Kile replied, grinding her teeth.
“Alright, here is the new deal. You stay here, you behave yourself
while you are here, and I’ll see if I can’t get Miss Reaba to bring
you a slice of pie every once in a while. Would that satisfy
you?”

-For now.-

“Great,” Kile said, jumping down from the window
sill. “Follow the man into the stables, pick out a stall and behave
yourself.”

-For now.-

Grim said, backing away from the kitchen window. He
headed off towards the stable, not waiting for Carl, who ran to
catch up with him.

“So, is he going to behave?” Alisa asked.

She couldn’t tell if the woman was trying to be
funny or serious with her question. It wasn’t every day a woman
carries on a conversation with her horse in such a manner.

“For now,” Kile replied. “He can be a bit…
temperamental.”

“I have a feeling he is going to be a very
interesting boarder.” Alisa said, taking Kile by the arm. “And you
a very interesting client. Shall we go inside for a cup of tea
while we discuss the arrangements?”
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The little town of Coopervill wasn’t as little as
Kile first thought. It was roughly three times the size of
Riverport. But, where Riverport was compact, in the sense most of
the businesses were located in a central hub surrounded by farms,
Coopervill was more spread out. She was expecting a mining town to
be a group of modest houses surrounding the entrances to a large
cave, but instead, she found a self sustaining community. It was
really her lack of experience which led her to that assumption. The
only town Kile knew was Riverport. She saw nothing of Littenbeck
but the single street, she walked through to get to the Mystic
Tower, and her only views of Azintar were from the Academy compound
outside the walls. Even though she was a Probationary Level Five
Hunter, she still had a lot to learn.

She spent the next two hours discussing everything
from the latest fashion to the rumors of war in the west, all over
a pot of tea and a slice of apple pie. Coopervill was an out of the
way place and there weren’t too many people passing through. Alisa
was determined to learn all she could about what was happening
outside of the Denal Province. Unfortunately, Kile wasn’t able to
give her much information, so most of the questions Alisa asked
were about life at the Academy, the one topic Kile really didn’t
want to talk about. Although the conversation did seem one sided,
with Kile being grilled by Alisa, she did manage to learn a few
useful things about the town of Coopervill.

For starters, it was the only town in the area with
a Hunter Guild House, but she already knew that. What she didn’t
know, was there were already two Hunters assigned to the house. One
was named Copper, or Irons, something in that area, Alisa really
didn’t know and she really didn’t seem to care. The other Hunter
was one Marcus Taylor, a name Kile was familiar with.

Marcus Taylor was the local hero, the men admired
him, the ladies adored him, and Alisa was no different. She regaled
Kile on the tales of the Hunter to such a point that Kile started
to dislike the man without even meeting him. She knew it wasn’t
fair, but anyone who boasted that much couldn’t be that good. The
one adventure Alisa told, which sparked Kile’s attention, was the
tale of Marcus Taylor and the Troll of Blackmore.

The Troll of Blackmore was one of the four legendary
open scripts, and the one Tree wanted to fill himself, but he never
got the chance. When Tree was starting his probationary year,
Marcus Taylor was given credit for bringing the troll in. She was
there when Rick gave him the news. She never did find out why Tree
was so eager to go after the troll, and now she’ll never know.

If the story could be believed, Marcus defeated the
troll with his bare hands in a fight, which lasted four days,
wrestling him to the ground and eventually pulling the troll's head
off. There were a few variations to the story, mostly about the
weather and how long the battle actually took, but it was a tale
which was widely accepted in the town of Coopervill. Kile learned
about the different species of trolls found in Aru, and there were
four basic types, and none of them had detachable heads, so the
story just didn’t sit well with her.

“I should really be getting to the Guild House,” she
said after finishing off her cup of tea. It was slightly better
than what Morgan served her, during her visits with the mystic, but
it still wasn’t to her taste.

“And I have two more pies to bake before tomorrow,”
Alisa laughed as she cleared away the table.

“I will pay you for those…when I get settled in,”
Kile assured her.

“Oh please, I told you not to worry about it, it was
no big deal, and I enjoy baking. I’ll just tack the cost of the
pies onto your monthly bill,” she grinned.

Kile couldn’t tell if the young lady was serious or
not, but when it came to money, she was sure Alisa didn’t joke
about it too much. She managed to turn her father’s failing venture
into a thriving business in less than two years. Although, Kile had
to admit, she could have chosen a better name for it. The Apple
Blossom Livery would not have been her first choice for the name of
the stables. Alisa’s only competition in town was a place called
the Bent Shoe. Even if that wasn’t a great name either, it was a
little easier to use in a conversation. She couldn’t see someone
like Master Boraro, checking in at the local inn and telling
everyone he put his horse up at the Apple Blossom, it was kind of a
conversation killer.

Grabbing her hat from the back of the chair, she
checked on Vesper, who was sleeping soundly in the courier bag.
Alisa walked her down the front path to the main road.

“Now it’s easy,” she told her as she stepped out
into the road, pointing towards the west. “You want to take this
road until you reach the Bird and Bay, head north, across the
bridge, then take the first right at Old Lester’s place, past the
Mining Company and you’ll find the Guild House.”

“Oh, is that all, am I going to need a horse to get
there?” Kile asked

“No, of course not. It may sound far, but this town
isn’t all that big. You’ll get the hang of it before long,” Alisa
said. She turned and pointed down the road. “Look, you can see the
Bird and Bay from here.”

“Well, if you don’t hear from me in a couple of
days, you may want to send a search party,” Kile replied.

“And I thought Hunters were supposed to be able to
find their way anywhere,” Alisa laughed.

“That’s only in the wild,” Kile said, hoisting her
pack on her shoulder and setting off down the road.

The town was well established and relatively old, if
the trees and the hedges, which surround the small houses, had
anything to say about it. Most of the structures were built of
stone with wooden or thatched roofs, but then if Coopervill was a
mining town, that shouldn’t come as a big surprise, even the roads
were covered in gravel.

It took her only three minutes to reach the center
of town, or what she belied to be the center of town. There was a
huge, round, stone dais raised a few feet above the graveled
street, and a small flight of wooden steps running up along one
side to reach it. On her right, a large burly man standing in front
of a forge, with a hammer in his hand, was turning thick pieces of
metal into thin pieces of metal. On her left, a horse drawn
carriage was loading supplies from a dry good store. Across from
her was the Bird and Bay, or at least that's what the sign, which
hung over the door, might have read, if she was close enough to
read it. Two men sat outside on an old bench starring up at the sky
and sharing a pint.

She took the north road up through town, passing a
few other small businesses along the way. For a mining town, they
seemed to have everything here to meet their needs, not unlike
Riverport. There was a tailor, some kind of meeting hall, even a
hospital of sorts. She wondered what Daniel would have thought of
the small house, which probably couldn’t hold more than one patient
at a time, but then, Daniel would already be surveying the Guild
hospital of Littenbeck by now.

She stopped to watch the river flow down from the
mountains and meandered its way to the sea or possible the ocean.
Two boys were throwing sticks in the water and watched them as they
floated under the bridge and disappear from sight, something which
she did with her brother down by the creek back in Riverport. She
often wondered what it would be like to build a raft and just sail
to the sea. Unfortunately, the creek back home wasn’t deep enough
or she might have tried it. The boys stopped only for a moment to
watch her pass, then returned to their game, it was either a lack
of curiosity on their part or sticks floating on the water were
more interesting than she was.

Old Lester’s place was a pub, and probably a rowdy
one from the looks of the exterior. At the moment it was pretty
quiet, but she was sure, when the sun went down, and the miner came
back from the mines, the pub would be more active. This was a place
she would have to avoid. The gravel road split in two, one running
up towards the western tree line, the other followed the river back
towards town. It wasn’t difficult to locate the Mining Company on
the River road. It was the largest building she had seen in town so
far and bore the name Denal Province Mining Company in large white
letters across the front with, what she assumed was, the Denal
Province coat of arms. Further up the river road, she saw something
she recognized, a large green banner flapping in the breeze,
bearing the symbol of the Hunter’s Guild.

The Guild House was made of stone and wood, and
looked very much like the rest of the building in Coopervill, if it
wasn’t for the green banner outside, she would have passed it,
thinking it was just another house. She wasn’t sure what she was
expecting, but in retrospect, she hadn’t thought much of the
Academy when she first arrived there either.

As she walked up the narrow path, she saw a plaque
bearing the Hunters symbol on the right side of the door, the
familiar sword and arrow crossed on a field of green. Although, the
wooden plaque hadn’t been green for ages, the symbol was still the
same. Over the top of the door, a wooden sign reads “Hunter Guild
House Local Chapter 42.” She wasn’t sure if the chapter number was
significant since they were never told about it back at the
Academy, but she committed it to memory just in case. Taking a deep
breath to steady her nerves, she opened the door and stepped
inside.

The room was dimly lit and had the dusty, damp,
smell of an abandoned building which really needed some airing out.
A few chairs leaned against the front wall, along with a bulletin
board with so many pieces of paper pinned to it, it was difficult
to tell if there was actually a bulletin board behind it or not.
The shutters, to the windows, were closed, letting in a filtered
light, adding to the general gloom of the place.

Across the room was a huge reception window, opening
into the main office. To the right of the window was a flight of
stairs leading to the second floor, to the left was a door,
probably a means of getting in, and out of, the office.

The reception window was set rather height, not
designed for short girls and she was forced to lean over the sill
to look into the office.

“Is there anyone here?” she called out.

“Just a minute, just a minute,” came the rather dull
response.

She explored the room a bit more as she waited for
the owner of the voice to come to the window. She started to read
the messages posted on the bulletin board. They appeared to be job
requests, some of them dating back several years. One was even
older than she was. They covered everything from lost pets to
someone requesting a Hunter to guard their vegetable garden against
rabbits.

“What can I do for you, miss?”

Turning, Kile saw a thin, old man staring at her
from behind the reception window. He was bald, with little tufts of
gray hair around his ears, which kind of stuck out from the side of
his head. He wore a pair of thin wire rimmed glasses which hung on
the end of a rather bulbous nose, and his attire was as drab and as
unkempt as the rest of the Guild House.

“Well, I don’t have all day,” he said.

There was absolutely no fluctuation in his voice, he
didn’t raise it, he didn’t lower. It just stayed at the same
monotone level.

“You did come here for something, didn’t you?” he
asked.

“Oh, yes, sir, sorry, sir,” Kile said, reaching into
her courier bag and pulling out her papers.

“What is the nature of your request?” he asked.

“My request?”

“You did come here to request the services of a
Hunter, did you not?”

“Um… no, sir.”

“Then I’m afraid you’re in the wrong place,” he said
and started to turn away from the window.

“Excuse me, sir, I am a Hunter,” she explained.

The old man stopped and looked at her. It was the
first expression she had seen on his face since entering the house.
It was one of half curiosity, and half annoyance.

“You know, from the Hunter’s Academy, this is the
Guild House… isn’t it?” she asked. It would be her luck to be in
the wrong place.

“Yes, this is the Guild House and I know what a
Hunter is, little girl, you don’t look much like a Hunter to
me.”

She quickly handed him her certification papers as
well as her destination papers. The old man pushed his glasses up
his nose with on bony finger and unrolled the scrolls. He began to
read them, surprisingly fast, muttering to himself all the while.
He looked up once at Kile and then back down at the papers, he
seemed to be rereading them.

“Says here, you’re Hunter,” he admitted after a few
moments.

“Yes, sir. Probationary Level Five Hunter, sir.”
Kile replied.

“You’re…”

Here it comes, she thought. He was just another
member of the Guild on a long list of members who didn’t think a
girl could be a Hunter

“… a bit early.”

That was not what she expected.

“Never mind, Well… everything seems to be in order.”
He said and double checked the scrolls just to make sure. He took
her papers and filed them away, or rather stuffed them into a box
under the window. Pulling out another stack of papers, he dropped
them on the sill in front of her. “Fill these out.”

She took the papers and flipped through them. “What
are they, sir?” she asked.

“Standard consent forms, liability forms, burial
request forms, next of kin forms…”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, cutting him short and
moving away from the window. She looked around for a place to sit
and chose one of the chairs which rested up against the wall.
Wiping off a layer of dust, she took the seat beside the door and
started to fill out the forms. They were as depressing as the old
man made them out to be.

Where do you want to be buried when you die? How do
you want to be buried when you die? Who’s getting everything when
you die? It was as if the Guild didn’t want you to survive. There
were also several legal forms, so the Guild couldn’t be held
responsible if pieces of you were lost on assignment. There was
another form, which simply stated, Hunter takes full
responsibilities in the event of a failed assignment. In other
words, if the person the Hunter was supposed to be protecting,
dies, it’s basically the Hunter’s fault.

Kile began filling out the paperwork the best she
could, it didn’t really matter much in the long run. Her family
could never come after the Guild if something happened to her and
if she did snuff it, they couldn’t afford to have her brought back
to Riverport for burial anyway. She was pretty much on her own.
Under the topic of how she wanted to be buried, she thought about
putting down a request, to be set out to sea in a burning boat,
something she read about in one of the cultural books Master Adams
lent her. It seemed like a dignified funeral procedure, but one the
Guild, almost certainly, wouldn’t honor. They’d probably just stuff
her into a wicker basket, set it on fire and drop her into the
nearest lake. The thought of it made her laugh.

“And what do we have here?”

Looking up from her half finished forms, Kile saw a
tall, lean man with long, dark hair and a thin mustache, which
draped down each side of smiling face. He had dark eyes which
seemed to stare through her and she felt a little
uncomfortable.

“Do you mind, you’re blocking my light,” she
replied.

“Ooh, a feisty one,” He said, and his smile
broadened. “Well, little lady, if you're looking for a Hunter,
there’s no need to fill out those papers, you found me, I am the
Hunter of love.” He said, striking a pose. It was so ridiculous,
she essentially laughed in his face.

“Does that really work?” she asked him.

The smile disappeared and was replaced by a look of
confusion, it was clear this was not the reaction he usually
received.

“Well… um…” he stammered.

“Steele, leave the young lady alone,” the old man
said from the window.

“Maybe next time then,” Steele replied, brushing
back his long hair.

“Great, I’ll write you in, right after they drop me
in the lake,” Kile said, and watched as Steele headed over to the
reception window.

“What gives, Kane?” Steele asked the old man
behind.

They started to talk about something, which Kile
couldn’t hear, so she returned to her forms, only a few dozen more
sheets to go.

“A Hunter?” Steele cried, glancing over at Kile. He
walked back over and stood beside her chair. “You’re a Hunter?” He
asked.

“That's what my papers say,” she replied without
looking up.

“Well… um… look, that whole, Hunter of love thing.
I’m really sorry about that. I thought you were just another
civilian, I didn’t know you were one of us.”

This time she did look up.

“One of us?” she asked.

“Well, yeah, if you’re a Hunter, then you’re one of
us. Hunters watch out for one another, especially up here in no
mans land. The name is Steele, James Ril’em Steele, but most people
just call me Steele.”

Steele, of course, not Copper, not Iron, but Steele,
well, Alisa was close.

“Veller, Kile Veller,” she said, shaking the man’s
hand.

“So, you’ve been assigned to us and the great town
of Coopervill,” he said with little enthusiasm. “Who did you manage
to tick off?”

“Just about everyone,” she replied.

“Figures, I’d love to show you around the place, but
I’m heading out again.” Steele said, and held up a hand full of
mail to prove it.

“Maybe next time,” Kile replied.

“I’ll hold you to that,” the Hunter grinned. “I’ll
see you later old man,” Steele called out as left through the front
door, letting it slam shut behind him.

Kile finished the last page of the last form,
scribbling her signature on the last line and stacked the papers
back up. She brought the whole bundle up to the window, where the
old man stuffed them into the same box he stuffed her other papers
into, without even looking at them.

“You’re going to want to watch yourself around that
one,” he said, gesturing towards the door Steele just used. “He’s
got a reputation around town.”

“Yes, sir,”

“First things first, I’m not a sir, I work for a
living. The name is Samuel Kane. You may call me Kane.”

“Yes, sir… ah… Mr. Kane.”

He mumbled something, probably nothing she wanted to
hear, although, she did catch the words “probie”, “rookie” and
“cadet”. He disappeared under the reception desk and came up with
even more papers, fortunately he didn’t hand them all to her, and
instead placed them on his side of the window sill.

“You’re not scheduled to start for another two week,
not that it means much to me. You’ll be staying at the Bird and Bay
Inn,” Kane told her. He took the first sheet from the top of the
stack and scribbled, what she figured was, his name along the
bottom. “The Guild provides two meals a day as well as a room while
you on probation, you’ll eat these at the Bird and Bay, if you
don’t eat there, you pay for your own food, understand.”

“Yes, sir… Mr. Kane, sir.”

Kane shook his head and sighed. He filled out a few
things on the paper before handing it to her.

“Give this to the proprietor of the Bird. He’ll know
what to do with it.”

The old man flicked through the stack and pulled out
another sheet somewhere from the middle and began to fill it
out.

“Your mount will be stabled at the Bent Shoe…”

“Um, sir… Mr. Kane… sir, my horse is already at the…
Apple Blossom.”

She was right, it was a difficult name to use in
casual conversation.

“The Apple Blossom Livery?” he inquired.

“Yes, sir,” she replied.

Kane crumpled the sheet of paper, tossed it in the
general direction of a waist paper basket, which it never reached,
and pulled out another sheet. He started filling it out.

“Your mount will be stabled at the Apple Blossom
Livery. The Guild provides stabling for one horse while you are on
probation. Give this to the proprietor. He’ll know what to do with
it.” He said, handing the paper to Kile after scribbling his name
along the bottom.

He flipped through the stack of papers again, pulled
out a third sheet and began to fill it out, as he had done the
others.

“Items, you may require, will be purchased from Mr.
Wollory at the Dry Goods store opposite the Bird and Bay. All items
will be reviewed for necessity. If you purchase anything the Guild
House representative, which is me, deems to be unnecessary, you
will be responsible for paying the cost yourself. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Kile replied.

He scribbled his name along the bottom of the sheet
of paper and handed it to her.

“You will present this to Mr. Wollory. He’ll know
what to do. These contracts end upon you achieving your Level Five
Certification, after that, you will be responsible for stable fees,
room and board, as well as any supplies you need. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Kile replied.

“As I’ve said, you are not scheduled to start for
another two weeks, but there are always deliveries to be made.
Assignment scripts are on a first come, first served basis. If you
want to work, report here tomorrow morning, the earlier the better.
There are also the open scripts on the board. Those which are
deemed unimportant or too trivial to be assigned, but for a probie,
they may help you become more familiar with the people of
Coopervill as well as the surrounding area, you're going to be here
for a while. Do you have any questions Probationary Level Five
Hunter, Kile Veller?”

“No, sir.”

“Then get out of here,” the old man said, and walked
away from the window, disappearing into the back room.

 


Kile stepped out into the street, it was getting
late and she was starting to get hungry, tea and pie only went so
far. She sorted through the papers Kane gave her. The one for Alisa
could wait until tomorrow, she wouldn’t be expecting her back today
and she didn’t need the information on the paper until the end of
the month anyway. As for the sheet for Mr. Wollory, that could also
wait until she needed to go to the dry good store for supplies,
which meant, her next stop was the Bird and Bay.

She followed the river road back to the bridge, the
two boys, floating sticks, were long gone, probably back home
having their own meals. She headed towards the center of town and
back to the large building she assumed was the Bird and Bay.

It was a tall two story structure, with a wide
sloping roof, several chimneys and a lot of windows. The two ends
of the building wrapped around the front so the entrance was set
back and covered by the second floor. The sign, which hung over the
entrance, didn’t actually say the “Bird and Bay”, it was closer to
the “ird ad By” and there was a large bluish gray splotch below the
wording, which was either supposed to be a picture of a bird or a
picture of the bay, it was impossible to tell.

The two old men were still sitting on the bench
outside the door and reeked of rum. One whistled when she passed,
the other one made a comment, which she couldn’t quite make out,
since she wasn’t fluid in the ‘drunk old man’. She ignored both of
them and entered the inn.

This must be the place everyone comes to at the end
of the day, to eat or just to have a few drinks, before heading
home, since there didn’t appear to be an empty seat in the house.
Every table, every booth and every bar stool looked occupied. A
couple of people did look up from their evening meal when she
entered but didn’t seem to take much of an interest in her, which
suited her just fine. For a place which seldom had visitors, they
didn’t seem all that interested in strangers.

She headed for the bar where an older, heavy set
woman with dark brown hair tied up in a bun, was serving drinks.
When the barmaid saw Kile approach, she wiped her hands on her
apron and fixing her hair before coming out from behind the bar to
greet her.

“You look lost, dear,” she said, almost having to
shout to be heard over the noise in the room. “Can I help?”

“I’m supposed to give this to the proprietor,” Kile
replied, holding out the sheet of paper with Samuel Kane’s name
scribbled on the bottom.

The women looked a little confused.

“Oh, you mean the owner. That would be Gus. You,
follow me.”

Kile followed the barmaid as she made her way across
the crowded floor to the back of the room. For a heavy set woman,
she moved with a lot of grace, navigating her way through the
constantly shifting chairs and moving people, without making
contact with any of them. Kile wasn’t so lucky. She managed to get
bounced from one person to the next, finally being shoved forward,
almost running into the back of the heavyset woman, who stopped to
open the kitchen door.

“Gus, you're needed up front,” the barmaid
shouted.

She stepped back, away from the door, as if
expecting it to suddenly burst open, which is exactly what
happened. A large, heavy set man with a stained apron and wild,
black hair stood on the threshold of the open door, carrying a
large club. There was a grim look on his face as he quickly scanned
the main room. When he didn’t see what he was looking for, he
turned his attention to the barmaid.

“You won’t be needing that,” she said, taking the
club from him.

“Then wacha calling me out here for, woman?” he
asked in an irate tone.

It was clear from the way he came charging out of
the kitchen, he was expecting trouble. To be prepared so fast,
would indicate trouble wasn’t foreign to this place.

“For her,” the barmaid said, placing a hand on
Kile’s back and pushing her forward.

“This?” Gus replied. He appeared a little confused,
then started looking Kile over. Walking around her, he checked her
from both sides and Kile felt she was on display. “She’s not very
big, is she? She’s got no meat on her. She’d break in a summer
breeze,” He said, standing in front of her, his thick arms crossed
over his chest “Why would you want to work here?” He asked her.

“I don’t, sir,” Kile replied.

“You don’t? Then why are ya bothering me? I have
mouths to feed.”

“She’s a Hunter, Gus,” the woman said

“A Hunter? She ain’t no Hunter,” Gus replied,
grabbing the paper the barmaid was holding. It took him a few
minutes to read it before he started shaking his head.

“Very well, follow me,” he said with a heavy sigh,
shoving the paper into his pocket. He pulled off his apron and
tossed it into the kitchen, then led Kile to the far side of the
dining hall. He didn’t have any problems navigating the main room
since the main room navigated around him. When he reached the set
of double doors, he pulled them open and waved her through, once
they were closed, the sound level dropped drastically.

“A Hunter huh? You’ve been through the Academy and
everything?” he asked, directing her to a flight of stairs.

“Yes, sir,” she replied.

“So, you got yourself assigned here, huh?”

“I guess so, sir.”

“Yeah, you guess so. Well, just so you know. I don’t
want any problems you understand? No loud noises, no fights in the
dining hall, no freaky creatures in your room, no sword marks on
the walls or the bedding, no burn marks on the floor or the
ceiling. Keep your mysticism to a minimum. I don’t want my
customers scared off. Just because the Guild pays for your stay
here, doesn’t mean they own the place, you remember that.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Nobody stays over night. Do you understand? I don’t
want to see any late night guests or anything like that, no pets,
no animals, no men, nothing. You want to do that, you can find
yourself some other place to stay. Keep your jobs away from my
establishment.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Yeah, we’ll see,” Gus said, pushing open the door
at the top of the stairs. He stepped out into another hallway which
had rows of doors, probably all rooms for rent. How many of those
were occupied, Kile had no way of knowing, but again, since
Coopervill didn’t get too many visitors, there couldn’t be that
many occupants. It would appear the Bird and Bay made its wealth
from its food and drink, and not the beds it provided.

Gus led her to the very end of the hall, as far away
from the noise and his patrons as he could place her. She wasn’t
sure if he was being generous or cautious. Stopping at one of the
doors, he fished out a large ring of keys and began to sort thought
them.

“Cleaning is done once a week. If you want your room
cleaned, leave your door unlocked for the cleaners, especially if
you’re not going to be around. If the door is locked, your room
doesn’t get cleaned. Don’t leave anything valuable or potentially
hazardous lying around. I will not be held responsible for missing
items, and I do not take injuries to my staff or the Bird lightly,
so if you have any of those magical do dads, keep them locked away.
”

“Yes, sir.”

After trying about a dozen, or so, keys in the lock
and searching through two dozen more, he finally found the right
one. Pushing open the door, he stepped inside. Kile followed.

She was expecting something like her room, back at
the Academy, but this was completely different. It was about three
times the size, with a real bed, and a real mattress. Large windows
occupied two of the walls and a bookshelf filled the third. Beside
the bed, there was a chest of drawers, a table, two chairs and a
large trunk.

“The bathroom is across the hall,” he said, walking
through the room, giving it one last look. She couldn’t be sure if
it was for her benefit or for his, as if he was mentally taking
inventory in the event of damages. “It’s a public bathroom, but as
I don’t rent out this wing too often, you’ll have sole use of it,
for now. If you want to take a bath you’ll have to either stoke the
fire, for the hot water, yourself or you can pay Chip, but don’t
abuse the privilege.”

Gus opened the windows to let in some fresh air and
took a small key off the top of the chest of draws.

“A Hunter, huh, Well, I guess they know what they’re
doing?” He said, shaking his head again. “What does your father
think of you being a Hunter?”

“Not a whole lot, sir.” she replied.

“I bet he was dead set against it.”

“You might say that.”

“No daughter of mine would ever become a Hunter, I
can tell you that,” Gus said, trying to get the key off the key
ring. “I suppose you’ll be wanting something to eat.”

“If it’s not too much trouble, sir.”

“Well, it is, but I can’t let you go hungry your
first night here, bad for business. Take your suppers early, from
now on, before the paying customers arrive. I don’t want to loose a
table to the Guild. The kitchen closes in two hours, so you better
be downstairs in one. This is the key to the door. This is the key
to the trunk. Lose the key to the door you pay extra, loose the key
to the trunk, you’re out of luck. Do you have any questions?”

“No, sir.”

“Then let me get back to work,” Gus said, stepping
out into the hall. “Oh yeah… Welcome to the Bird and Bay.” He
shouted over his shoulder without looking back.

Kile quickly checked the key in the door before
closing and locking it. Dropping her pack on the floor she fell on
the bed. It was incredibly soft as she sunk into it. It would be
her first night in a real bed in nearly three years, not that her
bed back in Riverport was something to brag about.

-He gone?-

Vesper asked as he nervously climbed out of the
leather courier bag.

“Yeah, he’s gone, you can come out now.”

The yarrow crawled out onto the bed to take a look
around.

-He scares me. He’s loud.-

“He is loud, but being in that dining room all the
time, he probably doesn’t realize how loud he is.”

-Don’t like him.-

“Why not, he doesn’t seem that bad.”

-He don’t like Kile, I don’t like him.-

“I don’t really think it’s me, he doesn’t like,”
Kile replied. “I think it’s Hunters in general, which means, you
should probably watch your step around here. The last thing we need
is to get thrown out of here, because you’re in my room. It’s not
like we have any money to find another place.”

Pulling open her bag she dumped the contents on the
bed. Besides the meager equipment the Guild provided for her, there
really wasn’t all that much in there. All she had were, four small
ebony boxes, a bent brass key, a green piece of cloth, an alumni
long knife, a Hunter’s arm badge and a few pieces of clothing,
which may still fit her. Although, there was something extra in the
pack she didn’t know about. It was balled up and shoved into the
very bottom of her bag. As she unfolded it, she found an old
leather jacket. It was worn in places, ripped in others and faded
all over, it looked as if it had seen better days, but the sleeve
of the jack bore the Hunter’s badge. It wasn’t the same badge she
received during the graduation ceremony. This one was old and
faded. The jacket smelled musty, but there was also a familiar
scent to it.

“What do you make of this Vesper?” She asked the
yarrow when he came over to inspect the new garment.

-Green woman.-

The yarrow said after he gave it a good going
over.

“Green woman?”

That was a new one. She picked up the jacket and,
slipping it on, she found something lodged in the right sleeve. A
narrow box, wrapped in silver paper and tied up with ribbon, fell
out onto the bed. She instantly identified it by the marking on the
wrapping, “Carlson’s Confectionaries”. Untying the ribbon, she
opened the box to reveal rows of peppermint imps.

“Green woman?” she asked Vesper, who was now
sniffing through her other stuff.

-Green woman.-

Vesper replied, and within those words Kile saw Erin
Silvia. She was dressed in the green uniform she wore at the
graduation ceremony. It was clear by the scent on the leather, and
the peppermint imps stuffed in the sleeves, the jacket was Erin’s.
She didn’t know when Erin slipped it into her bag, since the pack
was hidden in the stables for a quick getaway, but Erin was a
Certified Level One Hunter. Finding a cadet’s bag would be nothing
for her. Kile straightened the jacket out.

“Well, what do you think?” She asked Vesper, turning
around to show it off.

-Too big.-

“Yeah, you’re right, Erin was bigger back then than
I am now. You know, I saw a tanner, maybe I can get it altered…
when I get paid.”

She stowed Risa Ta’re’s Lann and the long knife in
the trunk. Although the Lann and the long knife now belonged to
her, she would probably always think of them as Risa’s. Before
closing the trunk, she slipped the box of peppermint imp in with
them. Everything of value under lock and key, she told herself as
she locked the trunk. She placed the four small ebony boxes on the
chest of drawers and dropped the bent brass key, which no longer
had a lock to fit into, in one of the boxes. She wrapped the alumni
long knife in the cheap green banner and set those on the shelf.
The first chance she got, she would mail those to her brother back
in Riverport. The clothing she stuffed into the top draw of the
dresser.

“So much for unpacking,” She said, tossing the bag
into the corner of the room. “I guess I should go down to eat. You
stay out of trouble and I’ll bring you back something” She told
Vesper. Pulling her jacket tighter, she headed out the door.
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She was standing on an island, surrounded, not by
water, but by clouds. They swirled around her as lightning flashed,
just below the surface. The island was small and dominated by the
largest oak tree Kile had even seen. The branches stretching out
above her and blocked out the sky. Beneath the tree, stood a dark
haired maiden dressed in tanned leather. She appeared to be trying
to get Kile’s attention, but all she could say was tink, tink,
tink.

It was that rather annoying sound that woke her from
her sleep, the steady tink, tink, tink from the blacksmith’s hammer
across the street. Didn’t that man ever sleep? It was the same
noise she heard when she went to bed. It was no wonder Gus didn’t
rent out this part of the inn, no one in their right mind would be
happy sleeping here, listening to the steady tink, tink, tink of
the blacksmith’s hammer. Of course, that only applied to paying
customers. She was still on the Guild’s tab, so, she didn’t have a
right to complain.

Lying in bed, she tried to capture the dream, but it
remained out of her grasp. Who was the maiden and why did she need
to speak with Kile so badly? The questions went unanswered. There
was nothing she could do about it, so she let the matter slip from
her mind. Instead, she watched the clouds through the large windows
and the morning sunlight, resting across her clean white sheets. It
was her first night in a real bed and it was something she could
get used to. Her bed back in Riverport, which was her only means of
gauging comfort when she reached the Academy, was nothing more than
a lumpy mattress when compared to the overstuffed beds at the Bird
and Bay. She wondered if this was what Master Folkstaff had in
mind, when he spoke of the desire for comfort.

There was something strange about not having to get
up in the morning. Sure, she had to get up eventually, but she
could do it in her own time. Back in Riverport there were always
chores to do and her father never allowed idleness. At the Academy
they were called to roll by the ringing of the Academy bell, now
all she had was the tink, tink, tink of the blacksmith’s hammer,
but it didn’t spur her to get up. She could stay in bed all day
watching the sunlight move across her bedroom floor, watch the
clouds float by her windows and listen to the tink, tink, tink of
the blacksmith’s hammer.

Like she could really do that.

Climbing out of bed, she pushed open the windows and
looked out onto the streets of Coopervill. There were people
already going about their business, as they carried their boxes and
the bundles from one place to another. Everyone had a place they
were coming from and a place they were going to and they greeted
each other as they passed on the streets. It was active, but it was
nothing like Littenbeck, where you couldn’t walk the streets, for
fear of being swept up by the masses and carried to destinations
you had no intention of going to. Coopervill was more…
friendly.

She dressed in her Hunter’s uniform, since it was
the only thing she had to wear, and put on Erin Silvia’s jacket,
even if it was a few sizes too big. Grabbing her brother’s old hat
from its resting place on the table, she was ready to see what the
first day, as a Hunter, would have in store for her.

“Vesper,” she called, unlocking her room door.

The yarrow poked his head out from the bottom drawer
of the dresser.

-We going?-

He asked.

“I’m going, you’re staying,” she told him, grabbing
the courier bag from the back of the chair. “I’ll get our first
assignment from Mr. Kane, you stay out of trouble.”

Telling a yarrow to stay out of trouble was like
telling the sun not to rise in the morning. She knew Vesper
explored the inn last night, and he was eager to share with her all
the little secret places he discovered, but it would have to wait
until later.

Locking the door behind her, she stepped out into
the hall. Not so much to keep Vesper in, that would be futile, but
to keep other’s out. Gus told her they clean the rooms once a week,
he neglected to tell her what day of the week that was. The last
thing she needed was for him, or one of his staff, to find
Vesper.

As she descended the stairs, she thought about what
she had to do and what she wanted to do. She could either stop for
breakfast first and then head over to the Guild House for her
assignment, or get her assignment first and then have breakfast.
Kane did say, she should be there early and she wasn’t overly
hungry, probably the excitement of her first day as a Hunter… a
probationary Hunter. The meals at the Bird and Bay were actually
quite good. At least, the one she had last night was. It was a far
cry from the Academy food, and when she told Beth, the barmaid, she
was a vegetarian, the older woman didn’t bat an eye when she served
Kile her supper. She would have to thank Rick for that bit of
information.

The dining room was practically empty, compared to
last night. There were a few people sitting at the tables beside
the windows and a few seated at the bar, but for the most part, the
place was quiet.

Walking out of the Bird and Bay and into the center
of town, she was greeted by the tink, tink, tink of the
blacksmith’s hammer.

The walk to the Guild House was uneventful and
quiet. The people she passed seemed friendly enough and a few of
them even greeted her with a good morning. As she reached the Guild
House, she opened the door and stepped into the damp gloom. This
place could do with a good dusting.

“Hello,” She called out. “Probationary Level Five
Hunter Kile Veller, reporting for duty.”

“Yes, yes, one moment,” the familiar monotone voice
echoed from the back room.

A second bulletin board caught her eye, she didn’t
notice it yesterday, but then, she had so many forms to fill out,
she wasn’t really looking. This one wasn’t as well papered as the
first, in fact, it only had a few postings, but the posting were
much more interesting. These were the famous open scripts. Bounties
which any Hunter could pursue, if they felt they had a chance to
succeed.

She was surprised to see a lot of the open bounties
were vir. They never really discussed the types of bounties back at
the Academy. She always assumed they were mostly of the non-vir
variety, something like the Troll of Blackmore, one of the four
legendary open bounties, but to see so many vir faces staring back
at her was a bit strange. They weren’t all vir. There was a dowger,
raiding farms in Noxton, an Ogre was terrorizing the southern
section of the Denal Province, and something lurking in the woods
just outside of Shrop. There were also quite a few postings for the
uhyre races, no big surprised there, since the events which took
place on the western outpost last year. There was even one for a
rogue wolf in the woods north of Coopervill. That one was right up
her alley. An open script could bring in a decent amount of coin,
especially for someone with empty pockets. She reached for the
paper, and then hesitated. Going after an open script on her first
day as a probationary Hunter, wasn’t going to win her any point
with the Guild Council, in fact, it may appear to them as a
dangerous and reckless act. She promised Master Adams she would
keep her head down and not rock the boat. She would have to let
someone else deal with the wolf.

Most of the vir, who were posted, were wanted for
the theft of various sums of money or properties from different
people. Extra rewards were even offered, if those properties were
returned. These bounties were posted by the citizens of Coopervill
as well as the surrounding towns. Unlike the ones on the first
bulletin board, these ones were not as trivial. There was one
posted by Virgil Temms, the blacksmith, another by Oliver Wollory,
even one by Gus Prain, the proprietor of the Bird and Bay.

Prain, Gus Prain, why did that name seem so
familiar. She had seen it somewhere, but she didn’t have time to
ponder it.

“Aren’t you getting a little ahead of yourself?”
Kane asked, leaning over the sill of the reception window.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re a Probationary Level Five Hunter, stick to
class E assignments. You’re not ready for that board, yet.”

“So you do have an assignment for me?” she asked
excitedly.

“Probies.” Kane mumbled and turned to, yet, another
bulletin board which was hanging behind him.

If all Guild houses were run like this one, then the
bulletin board manufactures must do exceedingly well.

The old man ran his fingers over the posts until he
found what he was looking for. Pulling the sheet from the board, he
silently walked out of the room, leaving her waiting. She was
starting to think he forgot about her and went back to doing,
whatever it was he was doing back there before she came in. After a
few minutes he returned with a leather satchel, stuffed with papers
and dropped it on the sill. Pulling out, yet, another sheet of
paper from the desk, he filled in a few lines before scribbling his
name along the bottom.

“You’re delivering this to Tobery,” he said, sliding
the satchel across the sill towards her.

“Delivery?”

“Probationary Level Five Hunters do class E
assignments,” he repeated.

“Yes, sir,” she replied, a little less enthusiastic.
She really didn’t expect to be given a great assignment on her
first mission, but looking over the open bounty board may have gone
to her head. The most important thing now was to keep that head
down. Tree explained, the Guild would not appreciate a probationary
Hunter, who went out looking for trouble, even Master Adams said
the Council would be keeping a watchful eye on her personally. She
didn’t want to delay her certificate any longer than she had to, or
worse, fail her probationary year altogether.

“You are to deliver this to the Guild House in
Tobery. Give it to the House Master, make sure he signs for it, if
he doesn’t sign for it, you don’t get paid.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, taking the paper, she
stuffed it into her courier bag.

“Oh yeah, and this came for you yesterday,” Kane
said, pulling a letter from a small cubby hole on the back wall. He
handed it to Kile. She recognized her brother’s handwriting, as
sloppy as it was.

“How did this get here?” she asked.

“The Guild takes care of its own,” he replied.

“Yeah, but I’ve only just gotten here,” she said,
staring down at her brother’s chicken scratch handwriting. It
wasn’t addressed to her at Coopervill, it was addressed to her at
the Academy, which meant the Guild forwarded it to Coopervill so it
was waiting for her, or whoever delivered it was really fast. She
looked up to see Kane staring at her, impatiently.

“Is that all, sir?” she asked.

“What more do you want on your first assignment?” he
replied. “Now get, I have work that needs to be done.”

She stuffed the letter into her courier bag and
slung the satchel over her shoulder before heading back out into
the street. A delivery was the standard first assignment for any
Hunter, and the sooner she got it over with, the closer she would
be, to getting her certification, and payment. The only thing now
was to find out where Tobery was. She could consult the Guild map,
but she wasn’t holding out any hope.

As she headed back towards the inn, she noticed the
tanner was open. She pulled at the sleeves of the old leather
jacket.

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt to ask,” she said, pushing
the door open.

The place had the distinct smell of leather, but
then, what did she expect from a tannery. Like the Guild House, it
was dark inside. The windows provided little light, especially when
the shutters were closed.

“May I help you?” A thin man asked from behind the
counter. He was wearing a leather apron, no surprise there, and a
loose, fitting, tan shirt. The sleeves were strapped down with
leather bracers. He wasn’t old, but he wasn’t young either,
probably in his forties. His hair was black with streaks of gray
and his eyes were just starting to show the signs of age.

“I was wondering if it was possible to alter a
jacket?” she asked.

“Oh yes, it does need a bit of taking in,” he said,
coming out from behind the counter. He started to pick at the
jacket she was wearing. “It's very soft leather, very worn, it
shouldn’t be that difficult to do, but wouldn’t you be more
interested in a newer one?”

“It was a gift, from a friend,” she replied.

“I see,” the tanner said, walking around her all the
while tugging at the edges of the jacket. He stopped when he saw
the badge sown on the sleeve.

“Your friend was a Hunter?” he asked.

Why the disbelief in his voice? Didn’t she look like
the type of person who would have a Hunter for a friend?

“That’s right,” Kile replied.

“Do you want that removed, it would avoid
confusion.”

“No thank you,” she said with a smile. “I’m a Hunter
as well.”

“You’re a Hunter?” the tanner asked. Again, there
was the disbelief.

“Yes, sir, I just started today.”

“Did you now?” He said, his voice filled with
skepticism. He finished looking at the jacket, walked back behind
the counter and scribbled some things in a little notebook. “It
will take about a week, at best. You’ll have to leave the jacket
with me, of course, and come in for some measurements when you’re
ready,” he told her.

“At the moment I’m on assignment,” she replied.
“Maybe when I get back, and I have a little extra coin on me.”

“When you’re ready, I’ll be here,” the man said with
a smile.

She had a feeling he was probably going to inquire
at the Guild House as to whether or not she was actually a Hunter
before he would even accept the job. That was okay, he could have
his doubts, all she needed was the jacket altered, and maybe a pair
of those new, leather, boots over in the corner, and a set of those
bracers the man was wearing, would be nice. She decided to get out
of the tanners, before she spent the money she didn’t have. As she
stepped out into the street, she was nearly run over by an
overweight man in a dirty white shirt and brown pants.

“Hey, what’s up?” she cried, stumbling out of his
way.

“Oh… sorry kid… didn’t… see you… there,” the man
said between gasps of breath. He didn’t look like the kind of man
who usually ran from place to place. In fact, he didn’t look like
the kind of man who moved from place to place, and the nerve of him
calling her a kid, why, she was seventeen… well, almost
seventeen.

“What’s the rush?” she asked, biting her tongue.

“A Hunter… has returned… they say he bagged the Ogre
of Black River Falls,” The man replied, and wobbled his way past
her.

The Ogre of Black River, she just read about him on
the Guild House bulletin board. Well, she really didn’t pay much
attention to it. It looked as if it was posted a few years ago, if
not decades. She was more interested in the vir bounties. Could it
be Steele, she wondered? He did say he was on assignment. Maybe
that was the assignment he was on. If it was, he must be really
good at what he does. He only left yesterday afternoon.

It wasn’t difficult to see where the activity was
taking place. It was in the center of town, around the raised stone
dais, just outside the Bird and Bay. The crowd started to gather
and Kile was getting a good idea of just how many people actually
lived in Coopervill. The whole center of town was packed with
people shoving and pushing each other, trying to steal a glimpse of
the Hunter who brought in the Ogre of Black River. She had to see
this with her own eyes, call it professional curiosity.

The closer she got, the more chaotic it was, as kids
and adult alike were screaming and shouting. It was difficult to
hear what they were shouting, since they weren’t all shouting the
same thing. Most of it was to encourage the Hunter to show off his
new trophy.

Being small did have its advantages, and she
squeezed her way through the spectators to get a better look.
Breaking through the wall of people she could finally see the stone
dais, and the man who stood upon it, and the thing he held over his
head. It was a severed head, but not a man’s head, it looked
nothing like a man, it was the ugliest thing she had ever seen and
she assumed it must be the head of an Ogre. He held it up to the
cheers of the crowd.

It was the first time she ever saw an Ogre, or at
least, the head of an Ogre, and it sent a shiver down her spine. It
was not so much the sight of a man holding up a severed head, it
was the fact it was an Ogre’s head. Didn't Master Adams tell her,
the Orseen were blood kin to the Ogres? Was it not also suggested
she may be of Orseen blood? Was she, in some strange way, related
to that? If it was true, she could almost forgive Master Boraro’s
prejudice.

She diverted her eyes from the Ogre and instead,
looked at the Hunter. He was over six feet tall, with broad
shoulder, massive arms and the whitest hair she ever saw. He was a
lot like the portraits which once hung in the Great Hall. He stood
before the crowd, with the severed head of an Ogre raised in one
hand, and a large sword gripped in the other. He even struck a
pose, with his hair blowing in the wind. She thought those
portraits were exaggerated, but seeing this man now, she wasn’t so
sure. There was something strange about him though, but Kile
couldn’t put her finger on it. It wasn’t his stature, or his
flowing white hair, it was something about his eyes, his steel gray
eyes. He wasn’t looking at the crowd. He seemed to be looking past
them, focusing on something only he could see.

She turned to an elderly woman who stood in awe of
this white haired Hunter, or, at least that was the impressing she
got from the look on the woman’s face.

“Please, ma’am, could you tell me who that is?” she
asked, getting the woman's attention.

The woman appeared to be in a trance, and it took
her a moment to actually acknowledge Kile was even there.

“That, child, why, that’s Marcus Taylor, the
greatest Hunter in all of Aru,” the old woman said.

“He brought in the Troll of Blackmore a few years
back,” someone added from behind her.

“They say he’s going after the Minotaur of Calder
Falls next,” a dark haired man commented.

“Now that takes courage.”

“Or stupidity,” Kile remarked.

One lesson she never managed to learn at the Academy
was when to keep her mouth shut, especially when making a comment
about someone, while surrounded by his adoring fans. Several people
within earshot slowly turned to look at her.

“Wow, is it really that late,” She said, looking at
the angry faces. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”

Kile quickly escaped through the masses of people,
pushing her way against the motion of the crowd until she stumbled
back out into the street. More people were heading towards the
center of town. They were coming from all over Coopervill to see
the great Hunter, Marcus Taylor. She ducked under one of the
awnings as men, women, and children continued to arrive. Where were
they all coming from, and what was the great appeal of this
Hunter?

Would she be up there some day, she wondered? Would
the people of Coopervill come from all over to see her standing
upon the stone dais, praising her as she held up a trophy? Somehow,
the idea of her standing up there, holding a severed head didn’t
really appear to her. It wasn’t what Hunters do. At least, that’s
what she thought. At the moment, she was only a Level Five Hunter,
and a probationary one at that. Marcus Taylor had to be at least a
Level Two, possibly a Level One, Hunter, to bring in the troll of
Blackmoore, maybe she had it wrong.

It was no good trying to get back to the inn, not
with all these people standing around the entrance, and not when
she managed to tick off a few of them. She looked up at the sign of
the awning she was standing under. It was a simple wooden sign,
which read ‘Wollory’s Goods’. This was the place Kane told her to
purchase her supplies. She had nowhere else to go, so she went
in.

There was defiantly a lack of lightning in
Coopervill, since this store was just as dark and as gloomy as
every other place she visited. There was also a dampness mixed with
the smell of wet leather and just a touch of the musty odor one
finds in an unused attic. The walls were lined with shelves of
supplies, everything the aspirating adventure needed and then some.
How many different lanterns were there and what about tinder kits?
There was an entire section dedicated to tinder kits.

The prices seemed reasonable, but she never shopped
for supplies before and couldn’t really compare them to anything.
She often accompanied her brother down to the dry good store in
Riverport, but that was for seed or farming equipment, she never
purchased a traveling blanket, or backpack. If the Guild
recommended Mr. Wollory’s store, and they were paying the bill, who
was she to complain. She fished the sheet of paper from her courier
bag and walked up to the counter.

Mr. Wollory was a heavy set elderly man with gray
hair, which barely covered his head. He was slow and walked with a
slight limp as he moved around behind the counter. He turned to
Kile with a smile that started at his mouth and ended in the
twinkling of his eyes.

“Who do we have here?” he asked in a cheerful, but
rather loud, voice.

“The names Kile, sir, Kile Veller,” she replied,
handing him the sheet of paper with Kane’s signature.

“I’m afraid these old eyes ain’t what they used to
be,” the old man said, pulling out a pair of glasses with shaky
hands. He tried a few times before he got them on. Even with the
glasses he still squinted and held the paper a few inches from his
noise to read. “Well… I’ll be. It says here, you’re a Hunter.”

“Yes, sir, Probationary Level Five Hunter,” she
replied.

“Well… congratulation,” the old man grinned. “The
Guild could use some prettier members. So, where are you out of,
Hunter?” he asked. He came out from behind the counter and started
pulling things off the shelves.

“Riverport, originally,” Kile replied.

“Expect ya haven’t been back there in a while,” he
said.

“No, sir, not since I took the entry
examination.”

“Mystic Tower still as messed up as ever?” he
laughed.

“You’ve been there, sir?”

“Sure have, but that was some time back, almost
sixty years now.”

“You took the entry examination?”

“Took it, passed it, entered the Academy when I was
fourteen, became a Hunter when I turned eighteen,” Mr. Wollory said
with a grin.

“So you’re a Hunter,” Kile replied.

“Was a Hunter,” the old man corrected her. “I took
an injury to my leg trying to bring in a bounty. Mean customer,
nearly tore it off. Healers said I’d never walk again, but, I
showed them. Yeah, but it ended my Hunter days. Tried to go back
after they fixed me up, nearly got myself killed on a routine
delivery assignment. I knew then my hunting days were over."

He fell silent for a while, as if the memories of
those days were still fresh in his mind, as well as the pain. She
couldn’t tell what hurt him more, the pain in his leg or the one in
his heart.

“Ah, listen to me prattle,” the old man said as he
brought a few more things to the counter. “You can’t relive the
past, that's what I always say. Maybe it’s for the best. I’ve seen
the direction the Guild is moving in, it ain’t good.

“So, you’re a Probationary Level Five Hunter, which
means you just got out of the Academy.”

“Yes, sir, almost a week now,” she replied.

“I haven’t been back to the Academy in years, I’ve
wanted to go, see what the old place looked like, see if it’s
changed much, never really had the chance.”

“They were doing some renovations to the Great Hall
and the stables when I left,” Kile said, carefully leaving out the
part she played in those renovations.

“I never got my portrait in the Great Hall, but
then, I never got past my Level Three Certification,” Mr. Wollory
laughed. “Don’t suppose any of the staff are still there from my
days. They were old when I was young. Most likely on the other side
by now, don’t ya think?” He laughed again and started to remove the
things from the counter and shove them into a large backpack.

“Who ran that place back then?” He asked, looking up
at the ceiling, trying to chase the memories in his head. “I
believe it was an old Hunter by the name of Estryneld, or something
like that, never liked the man, too head strong for me, ever heard
of him?”

Kile thought for a while, but the name didn’t sound
familiar. If she did the math right, this man must be around eighty
years old, and that was way before her time.

“I can’t say I’ve heard of him,” she replied.

“Good, good, hate to think they were teaching you
young’uns about him,” Mr. Wollory grinned. “He was one of those…
what are they calling themselves now, sons of…”

“Terrabin,” she finished for him.

“Ah… so yah heard about Terrabin D’al?”

“Only in passing,” she replied.

“Yeah, sum bitch wanted to turn the entire Guild
into a military for hire. Never happen,” Mr. Wollory said, shaking
his head. He stopped and looked at her. “How do you know about
Terrabin?”

“I had the misfortune of crossing paths with a few
of his followers,” she replied. “They don’t seem to like me
much.”

The old man laughed so hard he coughed. “Good, good
for you, Guild needs a little spirit. If those Sons of Terrabin
don’t take with you, then you’re all right in my book,” he said,
grabbing a leather tube which was hanging on the wall behind him
and setting it on the counter.

“So, they’re doing a little renovation huh, well,
it’s about time. The place really needed it back when I was
studying there.”

“Well, it’s not like they had much of a choice,
there was a fire in the Great Hall, and somehow it spread to the
stables.”

“Really now?” he said, shaking his head. “It’s a
shame about the stables, though. The times I spent in there with
Luke, cleaning them out, well, I could tell you stories about that
place.”

“Luke?” She asked. It was a strange coincidence,
this old man and she both spent time at the Academy, cleaning out
the stables with a man by the name of Luke.

“Well, sure, Luke… well, that’s what we called him.
Now, what was his full name? It was kind of strange, foreign if you
will. Lukane, Lukor…”

“Lukiena?”

“Yeah, yeah, that's it, Lukiena, Lukiena Elemsia
Morten,” the old man shouted as if he just found a long forgotten
piece of treasured history.

Was it the same Luke? It couldn’t be. That was sixty
odd years ago, and although the stablehand looked ageless, she
doubted he was that old. It had to be a coincidence, just two
people with the same name, the same very long, rather unique,
name.

“So, this Luke, what… did he look like?” she
asked.

“Well, it’s been some time. Mind don’t work the way
it used to. If I recall right, he was a small man, a bit thin with
blond hair, quite spoken. Had a tendency to sneak up on you when
you weren’t paying attention. The times he caught me off guard, I
can tell you. It was like he just stepped out of the shadows.”

“How old would you say he was?” she asked.

“Luke? Probably on the other side by now, as I said,
that was some time back. I mean, when I knew him, he was… I don’t
really know how old he was. It was always hard to tell and he was a
very private man, never spoke much about himself. If I had to
guess, I’d say, when I knew him, he was maybe in his late twenties,
early thirties, but my memory isn’t as good as it used to be.”

Just another coincidence, Kile told herself. Two
men, sharing the same name, and working at the same place, who were
about the same age and possible looking exactly the same. It was
just a long string of coincidences. What else could it be? Maybe
the Luke, Mr. Wollory worked with, was the father of the Luke, she
worked with

“Well, it was nice talking with you Mr. Wollory, but
I should get going. It looks like the crowd outside is breaking up
and I have my first assignment to complete.”

“One moment, Hunter,” the old man called out. He
picked up the backpack and tossed it to her. “Don’t forget your
supplies.”

This eighty year old man was a lot stronger than he
looked, she realized when she caught the backpack, and nearly
collapsed under its weight.

“What's this?” She asked.

“You forget, I was a Hunter once,” he grinned. “You
probably came here with nothing but the Guild issued uniform on
your back, a sad bag of worthless supplies, and a map, which
couldn’t lead you to the sea.”

“You’re right,” she said, “You were a Hunter, but I
can’t afford this.”

“Oh please,” Mr. Wollory said with a dismissive wave
of his hand. “The Guild provides for its own. Kane will believe
anything I tell him. As far as I’m concerned, everything in that
pack is essential. If you want to pay me back, stop by every so
often and tell an old man the adventures you’ve had.”

“I’m making a delivery to Tobery. That’s not going
to be very exciting,” she replied.

“If there’s one thing I found out about assignments,
there’s no telling how they’ll turn out.”

That wasn’t very encouraging.

She left Wollory’s Goods with more things than she
ever dreamt of purchasing. Fortunately, the excitement around the
stone dais died down and only a few stragglers remained to
reminisce about the events, which took place only five minutes ago.
She carried her new backpack across the street to the Bird and
Bay.

“Someone’s been shopping,” Beth called out from
behind the counter.

“You might say that,” Kile replied.

“Got your first assignment, did you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kile said, setting the pack down on a
chair for a moment to catch her breath. “I saw you had some
excitement out front.”

“Oh, that,” Beth said with a smile and longing look.
She was another adoring fan of the Hunter, Marcus Taylor and Kile
would have to make sure she didn’t say anything to upset her.

“Does it bring in much business?” she asked.

“Business?” Beth said with a laugh. “Not nearly.
They come to hear his tales and they go back to their shops or
their fields. It doesn’t really pick up here until around noon or
the evening hours as you saw last night. So if you want your
breakfast, now’s the time to get it.”

“Thanks, I’ll be down shortly, I just have to sort
some things,” She replied, making a quick but dignified move to the
stairs before Beth started up again. She left the barmaid still
staring at the front door, probably wishing the great Hunter,
Marcus Taylor, would walk in and sweep her off her feet. It was
those fantasies Kile didn’t have time for.

Unlocking the door to her room, she stumbled in and
dropped the pack on the bed.

-Kile home.-

Vesper cried as he came out of the bottom drawer of
the dresser and quickly climbed onto the bed.

“We have our first assignment,” she told him. “We’re
making a delivery to Tobery this afternoon.”

-Tobery… where Tobery?-

“I have no idea, but we’re going there,” Kile
replied, unfastening the top of the backpack and dumping the
contents out on the bed.

Most of the stuff, the old man gave her, she already
had. The only difference was the quality. The new supplies were far
superior to the supplies from the Academy. The tinderbox alone
proved that. The one she got from the Academy was a lump of flint
and a small piece of steel stuffed into a cloth pouch, the one Mr.
Wollory gave her contained a piece of flint, a few steel bars, some
cedar tinder and a few pieces of burnt cloth all sealed in a
waterproof container, there really was no comparison. She sorted
through the rest of the equipment. Those things she could identify
and would definitely use, she set on the table, as for the others,
like the strange black, oily substance in an ivory horn, she set
aside, until she could figure out what they were used for.

When she was finished, she had a new tinder box, a
healer’s bag, even if she didn’t know what half the stuff in the
bag was used for, a set of lock picks, although she never picked a
lock in her life and wouldn’t even know where to start, a water
skin, and some hardtack which she wasn’t planning on eating any
time soon. There was also a new cloak, thicker and more durable
than the Guild issued one. But, the most valuable item was the one
inside the narrow leather tube.

She pulled off the water tight cap and pulled out
five sheets of travel sized maps. She laid them out on the table.
They were more detailed and more complete than the one the Guild
provided. It almost had to be a joke.

The five maps were all done on the same quality of
thick paper, in the same level of detail and probably took the
cartographer an entire lifetime to complete. The first map was the
Kingdom of Aru and marked out the borders along the East Kingdom of
Baala and the western wastelands. The remaining four maps were
highly detailed section of Aru, divided into quarters. The map she
wanted was for the northwestern section which was easy to identify.
It showed everything from the city of Azintar and the Hunter’s
Academy to Grover’s Den on the western board, a very chilling
reminder of just how close she was, but not only that, it also had
Coopervill marked out as well as the surrounding cities of Noxton
and Shrop. Down south a ways and slightly west was the town of
Tobery.

She looked over the rest of the maps. Although she
knew where the City of Littenbeck was, she also found Glovgon,
where Carter was assigned, the port town of Luth, where Murphy went
and even Baxter’s Bay, and much to her surprised, she even found
the town of Riverport. She was starting to wonder if it even
existed. No one seemed to have heard of it. It was just another
reminder of how far away she was from the place she grew up.

-Tobery?-

Vesper asked, walking across the map and looking at
a small island in the black water bay.

“Actually, we’re here,” she said, pointing out
Coopervill. “And we have to go here,” She said and drew a line with
her finger to the small circle which marked Tobery.

-Not far.-

“No, about three inches, I’d estimate,” she replied.
“It should take us about two days to get there, two days to get
back, a simple assignment for our first one.”

Simple enough, but it will probably be too boring
for Mr. Wollory. Of course, she could always spice it up with a few
bandits and maybe a renegade Ogre, but she was never good at
telling tales, that was Alex’s area, and it would be like putting a
hex on the whole trip.

“I’ll see if I can’t get our breakfast to go and we
can be out of here before noon,” she told the yarrow, who was still
exploring the maps.

 


Getting breakfast to go was easier than she thought.
Beth provided her with, what she referred to as, the traveler’s
breakfast. It was a simple combination of fruit, bread and cheese,
tied up in a white cloth for the road. It wasn’t enough to get her
all the way to Tobery and back again, but she was sure she could
pick up something in Tobery for the return trip, if she needed to.
Kile collected what supplies she thought she needed, and what she
could identify. The rest she stored in the trunk at the foot of the
bed, making sure it was locked before leaving her room, which she
also locked behind her. Now, all she needed to do was get Grim and
she would be on her way. It was her first assignment as a Hunter
and she was eager to get started.

Walking the short distance to the Apple Blossom
Livery, she crossed through the yard and was heading up to the
small farmhouse when Alisa spotted her from the stables.

“Oh no, no, no,” Kile heard her call out when she
approached.

Alisa was dressed in a pair of heavy cotton
breeches, knee high boots and a powder blue chainse which bore
white lace. It was a far cry from the flowing dress she was wearing
the first time Kile met her, but then, she couldn’t really work in
the stables in a dress, although, what she was wearing, wasn’t very
practical either.

She walked up to Kile and began to circle around
her. “You don’t really go out looking like that, do you?” she
asked.

“What… what’s wrong with the way I look?”

“Oh Kile please, you look as if you just fell out of
a hamper, and not even your hamper. It’s all wrong,” Alisa
commented, still circling. Kile felt like a yarrow being stalked by
a cat.

“But it’s comfortable,” she said, trying to defend
her outfit.

“You look like a vagabond,” Alisa replied.

Do you ever wonder why Hunters look like
vagabonds?

It was the question Guild Master Latherby asked her
that evening in the burnt out ruins of the Great Hall.

“You keep dressing like that, and you will never
land yourself a man.” Alisa said. She finally stopped circling and
stood in front of Kile with her hands on her hips, shaking her
head.

“Oh, well, in that case,” Kile replied, “I’ll keep
wearing it.”

“You’ll end up like an old spinster,” Alisa
replied.

“Yeah, well that suits me just fine, and besides, I
haven’t been paid yet, so it’s not like I have a full wardrobe to
choose from.”

“I can lend you one of my outfits,” Alisa
offered.

Somehow, the idea of riding through the wild,
wearing lace and frills was not something she would consider. Of
course, there were some advantages. The enemy could never harm you
if they couldn’t stop laughing.

“I’ll stick to what I have on, thank you,” Kile
replied.

“When you get back, I’m taking you shopping,” Alisa
threatened. She motioned to Carl, who was working in the field.
“Get Grim ready, Kile’s heading out this morning.”

“Yes, Miss. Reaba.” Carl replied. He seemed
reluctant when he looked towards the stables. Carl took a deep
breath before heading in. Kile hoped it wasn’t because of Grim, but
she already knew it was.

“Come on inside while Carl gets your horse, it may
take him a while.” Alisa said with a smile. She led Kile up to the
house. She knew exactly what poor Carl was in for.

“So, going after your first bounty, already?”

“Hardly a bounty,” Kile replied. “Just a
delivery.”

“A delivery, that’s not very exciting.”

“Well, I am only a Probation Level Five. I have a
long way to go before I’ll be assigned any bounties,” she said,
following Alisa into the kitchen.

The young woman directed her to the same chair she
had yesterday, and then put a pot of water on the fire. She was
taking out cups when Kile remembered the form Kane gave her.

Pulling it out of the courier bag, she handed it to
Alisa. “I’m supposed to give this to you,” she told her.

“What’s this?” Alisa asked.

“Paperwork, from the Guild,” Kile replied. She never
thought about reading the paper, so she didn’t really know what it
was for.

“Oh yes, this will make things much easier on the
books. Wait right there.” Alisa said, taking the paper and leaving
the room.

As Kile waited for Alisa, she kept glancing out the
window in the hopes of seeing Grim. She knew it would take Carl a
few minutes to get the mountain pony ready, but only if Grim
cooperated. With nothing else to do, she opened the letter from her
brother.

She was reading through it a second time when Alisa
finally returned.

“Kile, what’s wrong? You look miserable. I hope it
wasn’t something I said earlier. I can get a little carried away
sometimes.”

“What? Oh, no, it’s not you. It’s just, this,” she
replied, holding up the letter. “It’s from my brother, I got this
morning.”

“Is everything alright? Is there a problem?” Alisa
asked.

“It's nothing.” Kile replied.

“It doesn’t’ look like nothing, but if you don’t
want to talk about it, I understand.”

Great, now she was making her feel guilty for
leaving her out of her personal life.

“It’s just, everything back in Riverport.”

“Is it serious?”

“I don’t know.” Kile said, shaking her head and
rereading sections of the letter.

“You don’t know if it’s serious?”

“It’s my brother. The whole farm could be burning
down around his ears and he would just comment on how warm the
weather was.”

“How warm is it?” Alisa asked.

“Very.” Kile replied. “This is the first letter I’ve
received from my brother since my father died. By the sounds of it,
the farm isn’t doing all that well. Not that it was doing all that
well when my father was alive. He just never talked to me about
it.”

“He probably didn’t want to worry you.”

“Yeah, something like that,” Kile replied. “My
father had these… ideas about how to expand the farm, but… they
never really worked out. In a way, I guess I’m responsible for
that. He died last year. My mother’s hasn’t been the same since.
She wasn’t in the best of health most days, but, by the sounds of
it, she’s getting worse. My brother is forced to work the farm
alone now.” She said, handing the letter to Alisa, who was hesitant
to accept.

“The farm doesn’t seem to be doing as well as they
hoped.” She continued. “It appears the crops weren’t as abundant as
he expected and the market prices have dropped, and now my mother
is talking about taking on odd jobs to keep herself busy, so it’s
probably worse than he’s telling me. It looks as if they’re in for
a bad winter, which means the money lenders will be coming to visit
and I’m half way across the country and can’t do anything to help
them.”

“What could you do if you were there?” Alisa
asked.

“I don’t know,” Kile replied, leaning back in her
chair. “I just feel it’s my fault that the farm is failing. If I
did what my father wanted me to do in the first place, maybe they
wouldn’t be as bad off as they are now.”

Alisa handed the letter back to Kile, who
absent-mindedly stuffed it into the courier bag, much to Vesper’s
protests. If Alisa heard the yarrow cursing, she didn’t say
anything.

“My father was a good man,” Alisa said, retrieving
the cups from the cupboard. “He was a hard working man, put his
sweat and blood into the stables to keep it afloat, but he just
wasn’t a businessman. He had idea, ideas which ended up costing us
more money than what they brought in and one which nearly lost us
everything we owned. But, we held on. When he died, I took over. It
wasn’t until then I realized, for all the good things he did, he
wasn’t always right. I took the stables in a completely different
direction and look at it now.”

“I’m not sure I’m following you,” Kile replied.

“Two things,” Alisa said, handing Kile a cup of tea.
“The First thing is, problems have a way of working themselves out.
You just have to have faith. I don’t think your brother or your
mother wants you to go home, if that’s what you’re thinking. I
don’t think it’s as bad as you believe it is, at least it doesn’t
sound as bad in his words. He doesn’t sound worried, maybe he is,
maybe he isn’t. I don’t know your brother so I can’t really say. I
can say the reason he doesn’t tell you everything means he doesn’t
want you to worry, and I’m sure he doesn’t want you to feel
responsible for the problems back home.”

“And the second thing?” Kile asked.

“Father’s aren’t always right. How do you know for
certain, if you did everything your father wanted you to do, the
farm would be better off than it is now?”

“Well… I don’t, not really.”

“That’s just it.” Alisa replied. “My grandfather
told my father before he passed, he had no regrets. My father never
understood what he meant. He always told me, if you have no
regrets, then you’ve never had to make a decision in your life,
which means you never really lived.”

“My father told me a few things too,” Kile said,
sipping her tea, “but, I don’t think you want to hear them, they
don’t really apply here.”

“We all have choices we have to make, and we all
wonder about the paths in life we didn’t take. I’m assuming the
choice you made was to become a Hunter, am I correct.”

“You can say that,” Kile replied.

“And your father wasn’t very supportive.”

“You can definitely say that.”

“What would happen if you chose not to become a
Hunter, where would your life be right now?”

“I don’t know, but I can hazard a guess.”

“A lot of it has to do with your frame of mind. If
you're happy about the life you're living, then the choices you
made were the right choices. But, when you're going through hard
times, when you have your doubts, then those same paths, the ones
you didn’t choose, they always appear to be sunnier. It’s like my
father used to say, the grass is always greener on the other side
of the fence.”

“Your father had a lot of things to say, didn’t he?”
Kile replied.

Alisa smiled. “Oh, you don’t know the half of it,”
She said. “But it looks as if Grim is finally ready, so I won’t
bore you with my father’s words of wisdoms, at least not
today.”

She led Kile to the kitchen door and down into the
yard.

“You are coming back here, aren’t you?” Alisa
asked.

It wasn’t so much a question as it was a demand.

“Yes, ma’am, otherwise I don’t get paid.” Kile
replied.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a set of
keys tied with a leather strap.

“I was wondering if you could hold onto these for
me, until I return,” she said, handing them to Alisa. “I don’t
really know anyone in town, and if I lose them out in the wild, I
can’t get back into my room. I’m a little reluctant to let the
proprietor of the Bird and Bay hold onto them.”

“What, you mean old Gus?” Alisa asked.

“He doesn’t seem to like me very well.” Kile
explained.

“It’s not you personally, it’s your Guild. It’s the
Hunter.”

“Why should he dislike Hunters?”

“Didn’t you know? His son was a Hunter.”

“Prain, I don’t remember any Prain.” Kile replied,
but she did. It took her a while to remember, but she did know a
Hunter by the name of Peter Prain. His name was on the list along
with Tree’s and twelve other Hunters. Tree’s name was third on the
list, just under Peter’s.

If Rick was right, it shouldn’t be the Hunter Guild,
Gus was mad at, but Lord Rimes, who withdrew support from the
western outposts, letting fourteen Hunters die, and who knows how
many men, women and children.

“We don’t know what happen,” Alisa was saying. “Gus
received news of his son’s death about two years ago, but the
details were rather vague.”

“I can imagine,’ Kile replied.

The Guild was a nonpolitical organization, which
simply meant, they didn’t get involved with Province disputes, even
if they paid the cost. They would never openly accuse Lord Rimes of
any wrong doing, not if the Sons of Terrabin had anything to say
about it.

Carl led Grim across the yard towards them, and it
looked as if the mountain pony was behaving himself. He appeared to
be in good spirits, which wasn’t always a good sign.

“Ready to go, Grim?” she asked, patting the pony’s
side.

-Not really, but if I must.-

“A short, uneventful trip to Tobery and back,” Kile
told him.

-We shall see.-

“Thanks for everything, Alisa. I’ll see you when I
get back.” Kile said, pulling herself up onto Grim’s back.

“His stall will be waiting for him.” Alisa replied
with a wave goodbye as Kile rode out of town on her first
assignment.
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The morning sun forced its way into Kile’s closed
eyes as she tried to block it out, she wanted nothing more than to
close the curtains and get a few more minutes of sleep. The only
problem was, there were no curtains to close. Actually, there were
no windows either. A foul smell was the last straw which forced her
to open her eyes. She found herself staring up the nostrils of a
very large, very agitated, mountain pony.

“Wow, Grim, you have bad breath. What do they feed
you at those stables?” She grumbled, pulling her blanket over her
head.

Grim was not in the mood. He grabbed the blanket
with his teeth and in one fluid motion, spun the girl out of bed
and half way down the hill. Vesper managed to jump clear and
protested verbally as Kile sat, staring up at the pony, pulling
grass out of her hair.

“What was that for?”

-Get up.-

Grim demanded.

“What is the matter with you Grim? In case you
haven’t noticed we’re not in a big rush to get to Tobery, we can
take our time,” She told the horse as she got to her feet and
snatched the blanket from the ground.

They traveled all day yesterday, stopping only once
to eat the meal, Beth put together for her. By the time they
reached the river, Kile was too tired to go on, even if Grim
wasn’t. If she wasn’t afraid of falling off the back of the horse,
she would have let him continue. Although, with her luck, she would
probably wake up in the middle of town, sitting on a mountain pony,
with half the population gathered around her.

-Something’s wrong-

Grim said.

It was the first time since she had the misfortune
of knowing him that he appeared nervous. It wasn’t in the words he
used, but the feeling he placed in those words. Grim was
scared.

“What’s wrong?” Kile asked, looking around the
clearing. There was nothing there, or nothing she could see, but
she was still uneasy. Grim was not easily frightened.

The only time she knew Grim to be scared was before
she met him. It was the day he was captured, the day his herd was
driven off the edge of a cliff by the mountain folk. She
experienced it all through his eyes, through the Maligar. That day,
he had a reason to be scared, or a reason he could see.

She fell into her Edge and let it consume her,
stretching her consciousness through the wild. Something was wrong,
she hadn’t noticed it before, because there wasn’t anything there
to notice, and that was the problem, there wasn’t anything there.
No birds, no animals, no voices in the woods, the whole world had
gone quiet.

“Vesper… Vesper wake up.”

The yarrow curled up and went back to sleep, after
being so rudely awakened, it was the only thing he enjoyed doing,
besides eating.

-What?-

He asked, in a groggy tone.

“Get up, we’re going,” she told him.

Pulling the Lann from her pack, she strapped them
on. She still wasn’t comfortable wearing them in public, but she
felt safer knowing they were in reach. Erin’s jacket was too baggy
and would only get in her way. She rolled it up with the blanket
and stuffed them both into her pack before tying it onto Grim’s
harness. She stuffed the satchel with the mail into her leather
courier bag along with Vesper and quickly mounted up.

“Which way?” she asked the horse.

-You’re driving, you tell me.-

Grim replied, clearly as eager to get moving as she
was.

Pulling out the leather tube, she retrieved the map
of the northwest quarter. They left the main road to follow the
river, it was her choice and now she started to wonder if it was
such a smart choice. It had nothing to do with time and everything
to do with the scenery.

“We should probably get back to the road.” She said,
studying the map. “We’ll follow the road three or four miles until
we can cross the river.”

Grim didn’t wait for the command, he was already
moving when she rolled the map up and slipped it back into the
tube.

What would quite an entire forest, she wondered? It
had to be something large, something territorial. A bear, maybe,
but then a bear wouldn’t scare the birds, right out of the trees,
and she should be able to feel a bear in the forest, she was
feeling nothing.

The open scripts, posted on the bulletin board back
at the Guild House, came to mind. There were reports of something
lurking in the woods, just outside of Shrop, of course Shrop was
easily a three day ride west of her position. There was the dowger,
who was raiding farms, but a dowger wouldn’t scare off all the
wildlife in the forest. The Ogre might, but he wasn’t terrorizing
anyone lately, not with his head being paraded around the streets
of Coopervill.

As soon as they hit the road, Grim began to pick up
speed, his patter size hoofs thundering in Kile’s ears. Mountain
Ponies don’t run when they don’t have to, or don’t want to, either
way the conclusion was the same, they were running. The problem was
they didn’t know what they were running from, or worse, running
towards.

Suddenly, there was a cry for help. The feeling
struck her so deeply she knew someone was in serious trouble. Since
she didn’t actually hear it, it couldn’t be a vir, which only made
it harder to figure out which direction it was coming from.

“Grim, hold up,” she called out to the pony.

-Like hell.-

The pony responded.

“I’m serious Grim, hold up, someone’s in
trouble.”

Contrary to Grim’s selfish nature, he did slow down
long enough for Kile to figure out which direction the cry came
from.

“The open field, over beside the tree line, head
over there,” she told the pony.

Grim changed directions, although, he made it clear
he was not happy. They crossed out into the open, leaving the road
behind. That’s when Kile saw her, a horse standing alone on the
edge of the forest. Grim slowed down. He was thinking the same
thing she was. This could be a trap. What was it Rick said? He felt
someone might be hunting Hunters. It was a little egotistical to
think anyone would go through this much trouble to come after her,
but then, she did manage to make a few enemies at the Academy.

The horse was a light bay mare and looked as nervous
as Kile felt. She seemed caught on that fine line of wanting to
run, but being forced to stay.

“You think it’s a trap?” Kile asked Grim.

-I can’t see anyone, and why use a horse as
bait?-

He made a good point. Why would anyone use a horse
for bait, unless, they knew who, or what they were trying to
catch.

-Blood.-

Vesper said, sniffing the air.

“Where?” Kile asked.

-Water, Blood in the water.-

The images Vesper’s words carried were just that,
blood in the water, and didn’t give her any more information than
she already had.

“Come on Grim, I think someone may be injured,” she
said, spurring the horse forward.

The light bay mare was wild eyed and scared beyond
reasoning, but she looked to be uninjured. Burdened with a saddle
and saddle bags, she obliviously belonged to someone.

-Hurt, Master’s Hurt.-

She cried out, over and over again, and the images
within the mare’s words, were as confused and as disoriented as she
was.

Kile slid off Grim’s back. She tied the courier bag
to the mountain pony’s harness. If she had to move, she didn’t want
it getting in the way. Vesper wasn’t going to be left behind and
the yarrow climbed onto her shoulder. He may not be very good in a
fight, but he had a calming effect on Kile, and she welcomed the
closeness. Motioning Grim to stay put, she carefully crossed the
few yards to the light bay mare.

-Hurt, Master’s Hurt.-

“Please calm down, let me help you,” she said.

She held her hands out, away from her body as her
brother showed her when approaching spooked horses. She didn’t know
if it really worked, and one of these days she would have to ask a
spooked horse if it made them feel safer.

When she got closer she could see the mare’s reins
looped around the branches of a fallen tree. The horse was pulling
at it, trying to get free, but the more she pulled, the more the
branches of the dead tree scratched at her legs.

“You have to calm down,” Kile said, reaching for the
reins, but the horse was nowhere close to calming down, and even
went as far as to snap at her.

-Hurt, Master’s Hurt.-

She knew she could easily command the horse to stop,
but, she still lacked control of that side of her Edge, and the
mare might not appreciate the intrusion into her psyche.

“Please, I want to help you,” Kile said, holding her
hands out to the mare. There must be something in the gesture,
since the horse calmed down long enough for her to pull the reins
free. She held onto them tightly, the last thing she wanted was to
chase a horse around the forest when someone may be in need of
help.

-Hurt, my master is hurt.-

“Calm down, who is your master? Where is he?” Kile
asked.

-Hurt… Master… Hurt-

Moving closer to the mare, Kile slowly reached out
and stroked the horse’s nose. It seemed to quiet her down.

“It’s alright, you’re safe,” she said in a calm
voice. “What’s your name?”

-Rose-

Rose? That was an odd name for a light bay.

“Okay Rose, where is your master?” She asked.

-Master Hurt, Master fall, Rose left Master.-

It was clear, she felt guilty leaving her master
behind. Whoever, her master was, they shared deep bond, only that
would instill such emotions. Kile sometimes thought Grim would
leave her at the drop of the hat, or for an apple pie.

“Take me to your master, Rose,” Kile said, pulling
herself up into the saddle. “Take me to your master.”

Rose quickly headed into the forest. The mare
traveled far, but at least she knew her way back. They came up,
over the ridge and down into the valley as trees flew past Kile.
She let Rose go where she had to and as fast as she needed to,
until the mare came to a shallow stream. It was here she slowed
down, and Kile had a feeling, they found their water.

As they walked the edge of the stream, she saw
something white beside the water’s edge. It was half concealed in
the tall grass and it wasn’t moving. It looked very much like a
rabbit, which is what Kile thought it was, until she got closer.
That’s when she realized her mistake. It wasn’t the fur of a
rabbit, but the hair of a man, and not just any man, but the white
haired Hunter, Marcus Taylor. He was laying face down on the side
of the stream, and he wasn’t moving.

-Master hurt.-

Who would have thought the self proclaimed greatest
Hunter in all of Aru would have a horse by the name of Rose?

Dismounting, Kile quickly ran to his side. She was a
bit surprised, but grateful to find, he was still alive. His face
was covered in blood from a nasty cut on his head. He was probably
trying to reach the stream, but what he planned on doing after
that, she didn’t know.

“Grim, over here,” she called to the mountain
pony.

Grim cautiously approached. He nervously scanned the
forest. The trees made it hard to see any further than a couple of
yards, so there was no telling what was out there. What could have
done this to the man who defeated the Troll of Blackmore? It was
clear, whatever Marcus’s Edge was, it didn’t serve him very well
against… well, whatever it was that saw fit to rearrange his face.
She remembered seeing his strange, steely, blue eyes change color
when he was boasting outside the Bird and Bay, waving the Ogre head
around. She wondered if it had something to do with his Edge. Was
it in some way connected? She never saw a Hunter changed by their
Edge, but she saw a few changed with their Edge.

Retrieving the healer’s bag from her supplies, she
dumped the contents out onto the grass. There were a lot of herbs
and ointments in the bag, but she didn’t know what any of them were
used for. The last thing she wanted was to use the wrong ones. When
in doubt, stick to the basics she thought and soaked a rag in the
river to wipe the blood from his face.

The wound looked pretty bad, but then, he was out
cold, so it couldn’t be all that good. She needed to get him out of
here. She needed to get him to someone who could do more for him
than she could. It was a shame Daniel wasn’t here. This was right
up his ally. Maybe she should have paid more attention during those
first aid classes.

“I don’t think anything’s broken,” she said, feeling
each of his legs, although, she didn’t know what she was feeling
for. She figured if it was bad, it would be noticeable. Picking up
one of the bandage rolls, she stated to unfurl it.

-We should go.-

Grim said.

“I can’t just leave him here. If I can get him up on
your back then you could carry him.”

-Cow.-

Vesper said, gripping Kile’s shoulder even tighter,
causing her to wince. They needed to come up with a better way for
him to get her attention.

“Cow, what do you mean, cow?” She asked. The last
cow, she saw was in a heard back in Coopervill. Besides, a cow
couldn’t help her all the way out here.

-Cow.-

Vesper repeated, only this time louder and with more
urgency.

The images Vesper gave her weren’t helping. All she
could see were cows in a field.

A loud noise resonated from the forest and things
just got a whole lot worse. She knew what a cow sounded like, and
that was no cow. Kile watched as the tops of the trees slowly bent,
something was pushing them aside as if they were blades of grass.
Whatever it was, it was getting closer.

-We should go… now.-

Grim repeated with more urgency.

“I can’t leave him here,” she argued.

She had no chance of moving him now. Instead, she
drew her Lann and stood over the body of Marcus. He might be an
egotistical braggart, but he was still a Hunter, and Hunters looked
out for one another.

The sound got louder and trees began to fall. She
could feel the ground beneath her tremble. It emerged from the
forest.

“That’s not a cow, Vesper, that a bull.”

It stood over ten feet tall, a massive brute of
muscle and fury. Half man, half beast, an open script that no
Hunter in their right mind would attempt, the Minotaur of Calder
Falls.

It turned and looked at Kile, crouching over the
fallen body of Marcus. At first, it didn’t seem to notice her. It
lifted its great nose in the air and began to sniff. This situation
was definitely not covered in the code book, she thought,
tightening her grip on the Lann. The beast suddenly lets out a
horrible howling cry, and Kile felt her blood run cold. It was a
cry filled with pain, anger and insanity. There were no words,
nothing she could see, only feel.

-Kile talk to cow?-

Vesper asked.

“I don’t think he’s in the talking mood,” She
replied, slowly getting to her feet. Taking on a Minotaur, here,
was not a very wise choice, actually, fighting a Minotaur anywhere,
was not a very wise choice. Even if she was able to keep out of his
reach, he could easily trample Marcus, or worse. It was likely the
Minotaur was here because of Marcus. She knew it would be
impossible for her to stop it if it wanted to finish what it
started.

The Minotaur stepped out, into the stream, no more
the fifty yards away from her. She knew it could easily close the
distance before she could do anything to help Marcus. Her only
choice now was to run, but not away from it. She would have to run
towards it, she would have to lead the Minotaur away from
Marcus.

Kile cut the straps to Grim’s harness

“Grim, get ready,” She said, backing towards the
pony.

-It’s about time.-

Grim replied. His eyes never leaving the bull headed
beast.

“We’re going to ride right past it.”

-We’re going to what now?-

“I have to lead it away from Marcus. When I say now,
run at it.”

-I hope you know what you’re doing, child.-

The Minotaur continued to sniff at the air. Its
eyesight must not be all that good, she thought, otherwise it would
have attacked her by now. Maybe she could use that to her
advantage, but she didn’t have time to figure out how. The Minotaur
suddenly cried out with a wordless sound which was filled with
insanity. It lowered its head and began to charge.

“Now, Grim!” she shouted, grabbing a handful of mane
and pulled herself onto his back. She kicked off her supplies, to
lighten Grim’s load. “Rose, stay back.” She called to the light
bay, which was now standing over her fallen master.

Grim launched himself towards the Minotaur as Kile
adjusted her grip on the Lann. The mountain pony took a hard left,
barely missing the beast’s outstretched arm. She seized the
opportunity and the momentum, lashing out at the Minotaur, cutting
into his side. It didn’t slow him down, it only made him angrier.
He turned and gave chase.

“It worked,” she shouted.

-Yes, I can see that, now what?-

Grim asked, trying to put as much distance between
him and the Minotaur while avoiding trees. Mountain ponies were not
built for speed and the beast was closing in fast. It lunged
forward, taking out several trees, but missed Grim as the mountain
pony took a hard left.

“Wow, I didn’t realize they were that fast,” Kile
said in amazement.

-Great, now you tell me.-

Grim shouted and then cursed as he was forced to
take a hard right, his back legs nearly sliding out from under him
in the loose dirt.

The Minotaur’s cries echoed in Kile’s head. He was
an abomination. Half of him existed in the mortal world, half of
him existed in the natural world and Kile could hear both halves
screaming at her. Neither one of them were very rational. There
were no words to his voice, no images, only a primal feeling of
hatred and an uncontrollable rage.

It didn’t stay down long and was soon closing the
gap between them. One large hand reached for the pony, forcing Grim
to make another sudden change in direction. He barely managed to
avoid the Minotaur’s outstretched hand as he kept losing his
footing on the loose forest floor. Grim went down on his hind
quarters. Kile held on tight with one hand and score another hit on
the outstretched arm of the Minotaur.

-Will you stop doing that? You’re just pissing him
off.-

Grim shouted.

“Well, what do you want me to do?” Kile asked.

-Just hold on.-

Grim changed directions again, this time he headed
for higher ground. He may not be fast on flat land, but no horse
could match his speed going up the side of a hill. Unfortunately,
Minotaur aren’t horses. Grim took the incline straight on, his
hoofs digging in the hard ground, his powerful back legs propelling
him forward. Kile held on tightly as Grim scaled the side of the
hill, but it was no use, the Minotaur was still closing ground.

One massive hand grabbed Grim’s back leg, pulling it
out from under the mountain pony. Grim went down, rider, yarrow,
Minotaur and all.

Kile wasn’t sure what actually happened. She
suddenly found herself in mid air. She knew she had a horse under
her a minute ago, but now she was just falling. She hit the side of
the hill a few times before she was stopped by a tree. That was
going to hurt in the morning, she thought, wiping the blood from
her nose. She staggered to her feet as Vesper quickly jumped on her
back and climbed onto her shoulder.

-Kile alright?-

He asked.

“Yeah, I think so.” She said, grabbing the Lann
which rested no more than two feet away from her. She called to
Grim, but she couldn’t hear the ornery mountain pony, she couldn’t
even feel him.

The insane cry of the Minotaur told her where to go
and she half ran, half slid down the rest of the hill.

Grim fell farther than her. He wasn’t fortunate
enough to be stopped by a tree, but it looked as if he and the
Minotaur took out a few on their way down, clearing a wide swatch
in the hillside, leading all the way down to the forest floor.

“Grim,” she called again, stopping when she saw a
large, black, hairy, mass lying among the fallen trees. He was not
moving, but the Minotaur was.

“Get away from my horse,” Kile shouted with as much
force as she could. She charged the Minotaur, tightening her grip
on the Lann. The Minotaur suddenly stopped and she was hit was a
strong feeling of confusion, blood lust and that uncontrollable
rage. She slid between his legs, mostly because she fell down the
hill, but she did score a hit with both blades as she passed. She
only stopped when she hit another tree. If she somehow managed to
use the Maligar on the Minotaur, it ended when her face met the
bark.

-Kile, get up.-

Vesper yelled frantically, digging his claws into
her shoulder. The images the yarrow showed her were those of the
Minotaur regaining his senses and heading in her direction, now
armed with a large stick.

Kile scrambled to her feet, a little dazed from
kissing the tree. She retrieved her Lann and turned to face the
Minotaur. The stick she saw in Vesper’s words was in fact, a tree.
He swung it, branches and all, and she barely managed to get out of
the way as it whipped over her head.

It was one thing to fight an opponent armed with a
sword, that was only four feet at best, this thing was using a tree
trunk and had a reach over twelve feet, there was no way she was
able to get through that.

She needed to get to higher ground, force it to drop
the tree if it wanted to pursue her. She led the beast back up the
side of the hill. The path felt a lot steeper without Grim and she
was forced to sheath her weapon in order to use her hands to climb.
Even with kicking loose stones and rocks down the hill at the
Minotaur, it was still gaining on her. All she could do now was
keep ahead of it.

The first part of her plan worked, the Minotaur
threw away the tree in order to use its hands to climb faster.
Unfortunately, it threw the tree at her.

It struck the hillside about ten feet in front of
her, creating a small landslide which carried her back down the
side of the hill. She grabbed hold of one of the shrubs as rocks
and dirt bounced over her. Fortunately the Minotaur wasn’t so
lucky. It was unable to maintain its balance and soon found itself
tumbling down the hill.

Seizing the opportunity, Kile scrambled up to the
flat top of the hill, but the Minotaur wasn’t giving up. It
regained its lost ground quicker than she thought possible.

“Persistent, isn’t he?” she said, looking down as
the advancing Minotaur. She grabbed the largest rock she could
find, or the largest one she could lift, and tossed it at him. It
bounced off his thick skull, but did nothing to slow him down.

-What now?-

Vesper asked, tightening his grip on her
shoulder.

She backed away from the edge. Hiding was always an
option, if there was anyplace to hide. The hill top ended rather
abruptly in a forty foot drop to the river below.

-Jump.-

Vesper said.

She looked down at the water.

She couldn’t rule out her only means of escape so
quickly, although she knew the river wasn’t very deep. It couldn’t
be more than five or six feet at the most, which was assuming she
could hit the deepest part. Get too close to either bank, and it
would mean certain death. She drew the Lann and stood with her back
to the edge of the cliff.

“You better get out of here Vesper,” she told the
yarrow

-Vesper stay.-

The courage of the small yarrow was a comfort, and
Kile adjusted her grip on the Lann. Her only chance was to hit it
when it reached the top of the hill, before it could defend itself.
It wasn’t exactly sporting, but she didn’t have any other choice,
if she wanted to survive this encounter.

She attacked the moment she saw the horns of the
Minotaur rise above the edge of the hill. She got in a few hits,
landing a good one across its nose and a few minor ones around the
head and neck, but wasn’t able to land that killing blow before the
Minotaur swatted her back. She hit the ground and rolled to her
feet, throwing herself forward again. For all the strikes she was
landing, all the small cuts, she was inflicting, it wasn’t doing
any good. If anything, the Minotaur only became more enraged.

Pulling itself up over the ridge, he stood upon the
top of the hill and let out a cry which seemed to shake the very
sky itself. What could drive something to such madness, such
hatred, to such insanity? She moved back to a defensive position,
it was now only twenty feet away from her. She looked into its
eyes, and all she saw was the madness which consumed it.

Kile tasted blood on her lips and she adjusted her
grip on the Lann. This was it, she thought. She finally got in over
her head. Her options were now limited, and neither one held a
positive outcome. She could jump, but even if she was lucky enough
to survive, she would not come out of it unscathed. She thought of
Mr. Wollory limping around his store after his injury, which he
received during a routine delivery assignment. Would that be her
fate? Was any of it ever routine? She didn’t want to be limping
around some store for the rest of her life, so that narrowed down
her options. Kile took a deep breath and waited, but she didn’t
have to wait long. The Minotaur lowered its head and charged.
Before Kile had a chance to react, it was on her, and then it was
gone. Something large, black and hairy broadsided the beast. The
impact was so great it lifted the Minotaur off the ground and threw
it ten feet through the air. Unfortunately, the ground ended seven
from where it stood. The Minotaur fell to the river below.

-Stupid Cow-

Grim said, looking down upon the body of the
Minotaur lying in the water, forty feet below them.

“About time you got here.”

-I was busy.-

“Well, I had everything under control,” Kile said
with a sigh of relief as she slipped the Lann back into their
sheaths.

-Oh yeah, it looked like it.-

“I did, I was just about to do something… sort of
like that.”

-Keep telling yourself that vir.-

Grim snorted.

“You think it's dead?” Kile asked, looking over the
edge.

-If not, it’s got a hell of a headache.-

Grim laughed.

“We should probably check to make sure.” she said,
moving away from the edge of the cliff. “I’m glad to see you’re
okay.”

-Of course I am, you think a cow could take out a
horse?-

“I wasn’t worried for a moment.”

-So, how does it feel to be the Hunter, who defeated
the Minotaur-?

Grim asked.

“I didn’t defeat the Minotaur, you did,” she
replied.

-Somehow I don’t think your vir organization will
recognize that.-

Grim said, and started back down the hill without
her. Vesper leapt from Kile’s shoulder to Grim’s back and took his
place between the mountain pony’s ears. He knew the safest way down
the hill.

“Well, I can’t claim to have defeated him. Can you
image what the Guild would do? I’ll be labeled as irresponsible,
rash, reckless…”

-Foolish, careless, immature, out of control…-

“Yes, you can stop now.”

-… hasty, head strong, juvenile, rash…-

“I said you could stop now, and besides, I already
said rash.”

-Just making a point.-

For a mountain pony he had a lot of points to
make.

“They’ve been looking for a way to get rid of me,
this would be it.”

Upon reaching the bottom of the hill, Grim stopped
to let Kile get on. They walked the stream until they found the
body of the Minotaur lying motionless in the water. She drew one of
her blades and slowly approached, stopping within ten feet before
picking up a small rock and tossing it at him. The rock bounced off
the Minotaur’s chest and splashed into the water, but the beast
didn’t move.

-Oh please.-

Grim said, pushing past Kile. He walked up to the
prone beast and, with one, rather large, platter sized hoof, he
kicked it in the head.

“Grim,” Kile shouted.

-What? It’s not like he could feel it.-

“I’m not so sure about that,” she said, holding her
hand in front of the Minotaur’s nose. “It’s still alive.”

-Then finish it.-

“What?”

-Finish him off. It should be easier for you,
now.-

“I can’t do that. It’s out cold.”

-That’s what makes it easier.-

“It’s not… fair.”

-Fair? This is not a game, vir. That thing tried to
kill you.-

“I know,” she said, looking down at the fallen
Minotaur. Half an hour ago, it was trying to kill her, half an hour
ago, she could have easily killed it, well, maybe not easily, but
she wouldn’t have any regrets if she did manage to kill it. Now, as
it lay there helpless, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She
slid the Lann back in its sheath.

“There’s a Callor outpost not far from here, I saw
it on the map. If we ride all night we could reach it by morning.
Maybe they’ll have a way to hold it.”

-Don’t fool yourself vir. If this is the Minotaur of
Caller falls, they won’t hold him, they’ll execute him.-

“Maybe they will.” She said.

-You're just getting them to do what you can’t.-

“I won’t go down that road, Grim.”

 


She returned to Marcus. The white haired Hunter was
still out cold and showed no signs of being anything else. Pulling
him away from the water’s edge she tried to make him as comfortable
as she could, and what the situation would allow. She tended his
wounds to the best of her ability, which wasn’t all that great, and
wrapped him in her blanket to keep him warm. Grabbing what supplies
she needed, she rode back to the Minotaur with Grim. This part of
the plan was going to be a little more difficult. There was a small
part of her which hoped the Minotaur would wake up and limp off
somewhere to lick its wound. That way, he would be someone else’s
problem. Unfortunately, he was right where she left him.

Using some of the fallen trees, Kile fashioned a
travois. It was considerably larger than the ones Folkstaff showed
them how to make, but his were never intended to carry anything
larger than a single vir. She tied the wood together with rope and
double checked the knots to make sure they were strong enough. The
travois was simple enough to construct, sort of like building a
raft which was never meant to float. A few more, well placed, ropes
created a harness for Grim.

She knew Grim’s position on the situation. If it was
up to him, he would have killed the Minotaur without so much as a
second thought, but she couldn’t do it. It was the same as when she
took the entry examination back at the tower, when they placed all
the cadets in one room to fight the valrik, which didn’t actually
exist. It was all in her head, playing out for the benefit of some
psychiatric test. She couldn’t kill the fallen valrik back then,
she couldn’t kill the fallen Minotaur now, and she still had no
idea if she passed that part of the test.

The other option was to leave him where he fell.
Without any help, he would probably die and maybe it was for the
best, but there was also the chance he would live. Then what, go on
terrorizing the countryside, more insane and enraged than ever?
Neither one of those scenarios sat well with Kile. To leave him to
die was the same as killing him herself, only not as quick and the
death would be a slow, lingering one, and should he live, every
death which followed would be blood on her hands. If she couldn’t
kill him outright, she needed to take him to a place which had the
facilities to keep him from harming anyone ever again.

Kile pulled the travois over to the Minotaur’s
feet.

“How are we going to get him on this thing?” she
asked.

-You could tie a rope around his neck and I’ll pull
it.-

“You’re not being very nice, but it’s not a bad
idea,” she replied.

She took the last length of rope and tied it around
the Minotaur’s hoofs. The other end, she tied to Grim’s harness.
She definitely needed to pick up another coil of rope from Mr.
Wollory when she got back to Coopersville. Hopefully, it’s
considered an essential piece of equipment and covered under the
Guild’s charter. She would hate to waste her first pay on
supplies.

Grim pulled the Minotaur with ease as its
unconscious body slid onto the travois. She tied the beast down the
best she could, but it was only to keep him from sliding off. If
the worst should happen, if he did come to, there was no way the
ropes would hold him. It was a chance she was willing to take.

She hitched the travois up to Grim’s harness. Had it
been any horse other than Grim, it would have been a near
impossible task. The mountain pony moved with ease under the weight
of the Minotaur. It was no wonder the Guild once considered having
every Hunter assigned a mountain pony.

-Yo, vir, stop daydreaming and get moving, this cow
stinks-

And it was no wonder the Guild quickly dropped the
idea.

 


Grim dragged the Minotaur down the stream, back to
the campsite, where an unconscious Marcus Taylor still lay quietly
wrapped in Kile’s blanket. He was looking a little better, at least
his coloring returned. At this moment, Kile wanted nothing more
than to set up a proper camp, with a proper campfire and sleep
until dawn, but she was worried about Marcus. The sooner she could
get him to the outpost, the sooner she would be rid of the both of
them. While the Callor soldiers figured it out, she would be on her
way to Tobery.

Getting the, over six foot tall, Hunter, onto Rose’s
back, was a bit of a chore and a little undignified, especially,
for the Hunter. First, she had to convince Rose to lie down beside
her master, but only after Grim dragged the Minotaur a few yards
away. The light bay was still skittish around the smell of the
bovine, and Kile really could blame her. Once Rose was in place, it
was a matter of leverage, of which Kile knew nothing about. She
grabbed the arms of the Hunter and physically dragged him over the
saddle, and then ran around the other side and pushed him into
place. It would have been easier if he was coherent enough to help,
but then, if he was coherent, she wouldn’t be in this predicament.
Once he was balanced on the horse’s back, she rummaged through his
supplies to find something to tie him down with.

There were some strange stuff among Marcus’s
supplies, most of it, she couldn’t identify, and some of it, she
did want to. A couple of silk scarves were enough to tie him down,
so he didn’t fall off during the trip. Once all the cargo was in
place, both the living and the supplies, she was ready to get on
her way.

The night was already closing in when she pulled out
her map of the northwest quarter. There was barely enough light to
read by. Unrolling the map, she quickly located her position. They
left the road some time back, so getting to the road would be their
first destination, from there they would have to travel east,
towards the Callor Province, a place which she was not eager to
visit. The outpost was called Moran, but there was little else
about it. It was simply marked by a small square and a triangle,
which was probably supposed to represent a flag. It was well in the
Callor Province, and therefore should be a Callor Province outpost.
Most outposts housed soldiers and their families as well as
military installations. Hopefully, it would include a hospital for
Marcus and a cage for her insane friend.

She looked towards the eastern sky, which was now
darker than it should be. She could actually smell the rain on the
wind. It was to be expected, the perfect ending to the perfect day.
With both of her patients strapped down, she knew she needed to get
moving if she wanted to get to Moran before daylight tomorrow.

Grabbing her pack, she slung it over her shoulder
and proceeded to walk along side Grim as they headed for the road.
Every muscle in her body ached.

-Get on.-

Grim said impatiently.

“You can’t expect to carry me and drag that thing
all the way to the outpost, I’ll walk,” Kile replied. It was bad
enough she was forcing him to drag a Minotaur across the
countryside against his will, she already felt guilty about that,
but to ride him at the same time would be adding insult to
injury.

-You walk, and we won’t get there until next
week.-

The mountain pony complained.

There was some truth to that, she realized.

“I’m fine,” she replied.

-You’re not fine. You’ve been leaning on me for the
last twenty feet, and since we’ve only gone twenty feet, I can’t
really see you making it all the way.-

“Is that concern or pity?” she asked.

-Does it really matter, just get on.-

She climbed up on the back of the mountain pony, the
only thing she could remember after that was the rain as it gently
started to fall.
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The cold night gave way to the gray morning as a
heavy fog and a steady rain settled upon western Aru. The outpost
of Moran stood upon the border between the Callor and the Denal
provinces, a place which saw little in the way of activates as of
late. Since Denal didn’t have the military might to pose much of a
threat to Callor, and even with the threats of war coming over the
Western Border of Aru, the outpost was still only half awake as a
stranger approached in the dim light of dawn.

“Halt, whose there? Name yourself and state your
intentions,” the young guard shouted and lowered his pike towards
the road. He was wet, he was tired and he was miserable, but such
was life as a regular soldier in the Callor military.

“What are you going on about, Logan?” a second guard
asked, stepping out of the watch tower. He kept under the arch of
the gate to avoid the rain. It was bad enough he pulled the night
watch, but to be burdened with a rookie, who had an overactive
imagination, was just too much, and now the weather turned against
him.

“I heard something, Raf.” Logan replied, straining
to look further into the mist.

Raf looked at the young man and slowly shook his
head. Amateur, he thought. They should never have let this one out
of basic training. He turned to the two hounds, who were trying to
keep dry under the arch with him.

“Don’t you think, if there was anything out there,
the dogs would have alerted you?”

Logan slowly lowered his pike and looked at hounds
who were watching him with curiosity.

“Well, I thought I heard something,” he said with
little conviction.

“On a morning, like this?” Raf replied, looking up
at the darkening sky “I seriously doubt it. You would have to be
insane…”

The older solider stopped in mid sentence when a
young, redheaded girl, wearing a large floppy hat emerged silently
from the mist. Logan dropped his pike back into the standard
defensive position.

“Halt, who goes there? State your name and
intentions,” he shouted again.

“Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time,” the young
girl replied, holding her hands up before her. “I have a wounded
man here as well as… how about we just deal with the wounded man
first,” she said, taking a step forward.

“Halt… who goes there?”

“Didn’t we already go through this?” she asked. “I
have a wounded man, the least you could do is, send for a
healer.”

“Logan, go fetch the Captain,” Raf commanded. He
grabbed his pike from inside the watch tower and lowered it towards
the girl. “I don’t know what you are, child, but stay right
there.”

“What I am is, running late. Can we get this moving
a bit?”

“When the Captain gets here,” Raf replied.

“Fine,” she said, sitting down in the middle of the
road “I’ll wait.”

Fortunately, they didn’t wait long. It took only
five minutes before Captain Bartholomew Jax arrived at the western
gate. He must have been rousted out of bed, since he was fastening
the belt around his tabard, over, what was clearly not, his
uniform. He was a tall, older man with black hair, which only just
started graying at the temples.

“What is going on here sergeant?” he demanded with a
note of urgency, but when he assessed the situation, the urgency
quickly changed to one of confusion.

“We have an intruder, sir,” Raf replied.

“An intruder?” Captain Jax asked. He walked up to
Raf and placed his hand on the pike, forcing the guard to lower the
weapon. “I don’t really see an intruder, what I see is one of my
guards holding a young girl at arm’s length.”

“But sir, she came out of the mist without so much
as a sound, not even the dogs reacted to her,” Raf stated. He was
clearly unnerved by the events, and, turning to the Captain, he
whispered. “Sir, she may be a Wili.”

“What did you just call me?” The young girl asked,
jumping to her feet. “My name is Kile, Kile… well, just… Kile for
now.”

“Well, just Kile. Why are you here scaring my
guards, and in such a state?” Captain Jax asked. It was clear he
didn’t feel she was much of a threat.

“For starters, I have a wounded man who needs some
attention,” She replied.

“Is this true solider?” The Captain turned to ask
Logan, who looked a little embarrassed.

“Um… well, sir, she did mention something to that
extent, but I though it was a Wili trick.”

“Yeah, a Wili bad one,” Kile replied. “Look, it's
late, I’m tired, wet and hungry, I still have a delivery in Tobery
to make, and all I want, is to get this man some help.”

“What man? Show me this man.”

Captain Jax stepped forward, but was quickly stopped
by Raf who was still not convinced, Kile wasn’t what she seemed to
be.

“Sir, you can go out there, if she is a Wili, you’re
in mortal danger.”

“Oh, for crying out loud,” She shouted, throwing her
hands. “Rose, will you come here.”

The silent sound of horse’s hoofs upon the wet road
could be heard through the falling rain as a light bay mare stepped
out of the mist. A man, of considerable size, was strapped to her
back. Captain Jax pushed Raf’s hand aside and dashed out into the
rain.

“Marcus? Marcus? Are you alright?” He asked, lifting
the Hunter’s head. “Raf, get the healer now.”

“You know him?” Kile asked. She didn’t expect
this.

“Marcus Taylor is one of the greatest Hunters the
Guild ever had. He defeated the Troll of Blackmore a few years back
and the last I heard he was heading out for the Minotaur of Calder
Falls. That was about three days ago.”

“Oh Yeah, about that,” Kile said. “I have that as
well, if you can take it off my hands, I’d really appreciate
it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The Minotaur, if you have some place you could put
him, I would greatly appreciate it.”

Captain Jax stared at her just as Raf returned with
Logan, two more guards and three healers. Kile hoped they weren’t
all here to see the Wili, whatever that was. An older man, wearing
a long coat and a large pointed black hat, pushed past the guards
and approached the unconscious Hunter. He made a quick examination
in silence and eventually nodded to Captain Jax.

“He’s alive, but not in very good shape. How long
has he been out?” the old man asked.

“I found him yesterday morning, I don’t know if he
was there any longer than that,” Kile replied.

Otherwise, the Minotaur would have finished him, she
thought.

“Ja! Tim! Get this man inside, clean him up and put
him in bed three, I’ll be up to check on him,” the old man ordered.
Two younger men, wrapped in light gray, long cloaks dashed out into
the rain. It didn’t take them long to cut Marcus free and carried
him back to the outpost. Where were they when she was trying to get
him on the horse in the first place? One of the soldiers led Rose
off, in another direction.

“Now, what about you, child?” the old man asked. He
pulled Kile’s hat off and started to examine the small cuts on her
face.

“I’m fine, sir,” she replied pulling back.

“Well, we’ll see about that,” The healer said.
“You’ll rest here today, and we’ll see how well you are,
tomorrow.”

“You can’t, sir,” Raf said from the safety of the
gate.

“I can’t. Why can’t I?” The old man asked, looking
between the frightened guard and the Captain.

“I’m afraid Raf has got the notion, this girl is
actually a Wili.”

“Nonsense,” The old man replied, but the way he
looked at her, she was sure he had his doubts. “It is clearly past
the break of dawn, surely, you know the rules, solider.”

“Well, yes, sir.” Raf replied. “But, the rain, sir,
the storm.”

“Yes, sir, I’m a Wili, and I Wili got to get out of
here,” Kile shouted. “As soon as you take this… thing, off my
hands.” She said, turning to the rain. “Grim!”

“You see, sir. She has called for her Kelpie, the
Grim. She is a Wili.” Raf shouted, lowering his pike. “She has come
to take us all.”

“What is he on about?” she asked the Captain, who
was now pinching the bridge of his nose, and shaking his head. Her
father use to do that when he was upset or had a headache, or after
Kile tried to help him out on the farm.

The sound of something heavy was approaching through
the rain, dragging something even heavier behind it. As it came
into view the guards raised their pikes and stepped back, even
Captain Jax was not taking any chances and retreated a few steps.
If they were reacting this way about her horse, what would they
think about what he was dragging behind him?

“It’s a horse, a mountain pony,” she shouted at the
men who backed away.

-Kelpie!-

Grim replied, obviously annoyed at the term. She
would have to ask him to explain, once they got out of here and
back on the road.

“Captain, you better come see this.”

The voice came from behind her and Kile realized the
guards maneuvered to surround her, even if they were keeping their
distance. Captain Jax kept an eye on Kile and approached the
mountain pony.

“Raf, get a squad down here immediately, and have
them bring the chains.” The Captain shouted. “Open the lower prison
gates. Get me a cart… the big one.”

The front gate was suddenly thrown into a fury of
activity. Torches were lit, alarms sounded and soldiers were
shouting to one another. Kile could only pick out a few words, but
most of it was about the Wili who brought in the Minotaur of Calder
Falls.

“Come, child, we have much to discuss.” Captain Jax
said, placing a hand upon her shoulder and directing her to the
watch tower.

The Captain led her through a door out of the rain,
into a small round room were the only furnishing was a couple of
chairs and a table. Torches mounted on both walls provided the
light and the warmth. If nothing else, at least it was dry. Two
guards and the two hounds followed them in. This was not going to
be a simple discussion.

She took off her hat and shook it out before placing
it on the table beside her. She was going to be here a while.

“So, exactly who are you and where did you come
from?” Captain Jax asked, taking the chair opposite her.

“I’m a Wili, remember,” she replied.

If it ever got out she was responsible for brining
in the Minotaur, the Guild would expel her for rash behavior. Both
Tree and Master Adams warned her about this. The Guild invested a
lot of money into her training, the last thing they need was a risk
taker, it didn’t matter she never intended to bring in the open
script.

“I no more believe you’re a Wili as I believe your
horse out there is a Kelpie, all I want is the truth.”

“Look the truth is, I found them both in the field
about a days ride from here. I don’t know what happen. They
probably butted heads and knocked each other out.”

“I know Marcus, he’s good, and he’s not the kind of
man that goes down easily, not unless there is more to this story
than what you’re telling me.”

“Wait, you think I did something to the Hunter?”

“I have no doubt he defeated the Minotaur, what I
want to know is; what did you do to him?”

Kile jumped to her feet. “Me? Why do you think I did
anything to him?” She shouted. The two guards, beside the door,
reached for their swords. Kile slowly took her seat. These people
were not her enemies, and she had no intention of fighting them,
and, of course, there were three of them and only one of her.

“Look, you can lie to me all you want. I’ll keep you
here until Marcus wakes up. He’ll tell me what happen, and I assure
you, my decision from that point will be based upon your
cooperation here, or, you can just tell me what happen and things
may go easier on you.”

“I don’t believe this,” She said, leaning back in
her chair and staring up at the ceiling. “You go out of your way to
do something good and this is the reward you get.”

“Then tell me what good you did?”

The door opened and a young soldier stepped in, he
was wet and out of breath. It might have been Logan, but Kile
couldn’t tell under the helmet, all the guards looked the same.

“Sir, the Minotaur has been bound and is now being
carted off to the prison gates.”

“Did he wake?” Jax asked.

“No, sir, he’s still out cold, mores the better,”
the soldier replied.

“Good, keep me informed.”

“Yes, sir,” the guard replied and his eyes slowly
glanced over to where Kile was sitting. If he called her a Wili,
she was going to hit him.

“You’re dismissed, soldier.” Captain Jax
commanded.

“Well, sir, it’s the Kelpie, sir.”

“Soldier, it is not a Kelpie, it is a mountain
pony,” Jax explained.

“Yes, sir, well… anyway, sir, what are we supposed
to do with it.”

“Take it to the stables, see that it’s fed.”

“That's just it, sir, he won’t go,” The solider
replied a little nervously.

“He won’t go?” Captain Jax repeated. “Soldier, it’s
a horse. You do not debate with it. You take it to the
stables.”

“Well, sir, that’s just it, sir. We tried, but he
broke Sergeant Truff’s leg and kicked private Yolan across the
road, nobody wants to get anywhere near him after that.”

“Is your private Yolan okay?” Kile asked.

“Well, yes, ma’am. He was wearing his breastplate,
but that Kelpie… I mean pony, put a good sized dent in it.”

“I’ll just have to have a talk with him,” Kile said,
pushing herself away from the table and getting to her feet.

“Sit down,” Captain Jax ordered. He turned to the
young soldier. “Put a watch around the horse for now, if he won’t
move, leave him there.”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier replied, leaving the
room.

Captain Jax turned to Kile, folding his arms across
his chest and leaned back in his chair. “You still mean no harm?”
he asked her. “It would seem your horse has other ideas. Shall we
start from the beginning, Kile? That is your real name, isn’t it…
Kile?”

She turned to the two hounds who were watching her
very carefully, but not the way guards dogs are supposed to. They
appeared to be more fascinated with the girl rather the actually
guarding her.

“I don’t suppose you two could help?” She asked
them.

-We’re not supposed to.-

One of them said.

So far, out of all the animals Kile spoke with, dogs
were, by far, the easiest. It was probably because of their
closeness to the vir, they picked up so much of the speech. It was
a shame they couldn’t communicate with just any vir, they so wanted
to. It was as Kaza said, the vir don’t listen to the natural
world.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone. I just want to get out
of here.”

-What can we do?-

“Creating a diversion would be helpful.”

The two guards, standing by the door, exchanged
looks. It was clear they thought the Wili was talking to them.
Captain Jax thought so too.

“My men will not respond to you,” he told her.

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t talking to them anyway,” she
replied when it looked as if the dogs weren’t going to help. She
couldn’t blame them. She wouldn’t have asked them if she thought
they were going to get into trouble.

“Look, I really have to get out of here,” She told
the Captain.

“I know, a delivery to Tobery. What is it that you
deliver?”

“Oh, what ever needs delivering, mail, food,
Minotaur, fallen Hunters, we do it all,” she replied.

“You didn’t really expect to just drop the Minotaur
of Calder Falls on my doorstep and then disappear, did you?”

“Well, that was my intention,” She replied. Leaning
over she tried speaking with the hounds again. “What if I gave you
an excuse to cause a diversion, that way you won’t get into
trouble?”

-Like what?-

The hound asked.

Captain Jax looked at Kile, then at the dogs. He was
starting to catch on. The guards weren’t as bright. That’s probably
why he was the Captain and the guards were still just privates.

Kile opened the flap to the courier bag and Vesper
leapt up onto the table

At the sight of the yarrow the Captain jumped up,
knocking his chair over. Who would have thought a man of his size
was scared of mice? The two hounds took the bait. One jumped on the
table and made a half hearted attempt at catching the yarrow, while
the other went under the table, and between the Captain’s legs,
knocking them out from under him. The guards rushed in to help
their Captain and Kile made a run for the door. One of the guards
tried to block her escape, but Vesper, jumping off the table,
landed on his chest and quickly climbed over the man’s shoulder.
The hound tried to follow. The guard caught the dog in mind flight.
The impact of the dog sent him bouncing off the wall and into the
second guard who was in the process of helping the Captain up. Kile
ducked under the falling guard, and, pulling the door open, she ran
out into the rain and into two more guards, who were standing just
outside the room.

The guards were taken by surprise at the sudden
appears of the girl.

“The Wili has escaped,” one of them screamed and
they both jumped back.

Being a Wili had some advantages, she thought, all
she had to do now was figure out what a Wili was.

There was more shouting, or it could have been
screaming, coming from the other side of the gate. Guards were
running in all directions as Grim came charging through the mist.
Vesper made his escape out a small window and Kile scooped the
yarrow up before grabbing a handful of Grim’s mane as he
passed.

The solider quickly jumped aside. It would appear,
no one was willing to stand in the way of a Wili. It was surprising
what a little superstition, and a rainy morning, could accomplish.
Grim took to the road, leaving the Moran outpost behind them.

When she was sure no one was following her, and she
doubted the Captain could get any volunteers, she slowed Grim down
to a nice, slow, easy pace.

“That was Wili close,” she said.

-Use that joke one more time, and I’m taking you
back there.-

“What’s wrong, is my trusted Kelpie in a bad mood,”
she laughed.

-I am not a Kelpie.-

“Wow, you Wili don’t like being called a Kelpie, do
you?”

-That is, we’re going back.-

Grim said as he started to turn around.

“Okay, I’ll stop, I’ll stop… Wili I will.”

-So, did you tell them you were the one who defeated
the Minotaur?-

Grim asked.

“No,” she replied.

-Figures.-

“They wouldn’t have believed me anyhow. Besides,
they were more concerned about who laid out the great Marcus Taylor
than who defeated the Minotaur. Captain Jax already has his
scenario all figured out. The great Hunter, Marcus Taylor defeats
the Minotaur in single combat, probably hand to hand, and then I
come along and conk him on the head or something like that.”

-And for what reason would you have done that?-

Grim asked.

“I don’t know, maybe I was… Wili mad at him.”

 


They traveled for most of the day and stopped in the
early afternoon when she spotted a safe place to spend the night.
It was a small outcrop of rock which provided shelter from the
rain, large enough that even Grim could fit under. It was also back
in the Denal Province, and she figured, even Captain Jax wouldn’t
dare pursue her across the border, especially when he had no proof
she did anything wrong. She set up camp and tried drying some of
her clothing over an open fire. They ate a simple meal before
getting some sleep and headed out early the next morning.

The rain didn’t let up, but at least the world
around them was alive. She didn’t realized how abandoned she felt
when the Minotaur was running loose, when there were no birds in
the trees, or creatures on the ground. She may not always be able
to see them, or hear them, but she could feel their presence and it
was enough for her to feel connected.

The first sign of civilization was a farmhouse which
sat in a large corn field. It took her back to Riverport, all the
way back to the Veller farm. What kind of harvest would her brother
have this year? Would they manage to make enough to see them
through another season? As much as she hated the place, it was hard
not being there, not being able to help.

The single farmhouse led to more farmhouses, which,
eventually, led to shops and stores, until she found herself in the
middle of, what she hoped was, the town of Tobery. It was a large
sprawling town, much like Coopervill, and was difficult to gauge
the overall size. The farms were often scattered so far from the
center of towns, it usually led to disputes of which towns they
belonged to. The farmers didn’t care, so long as they had a place
to sell their crops. Some farmers even found themselves moving from
town to town without ever leaving their homes. The town’s border
lines were constantly being redrawn. Disputes of this nature were
usually handled in the Province’s High Court. It only got tricky
when it stopped being a farm and became a disagreement over the
ownership of an iron mine or water rights, something which provided
serious revenue to the township. Now, to take it one step further,
and make it even worse, if the second town claiming ownership over
the mines or the water rights was in a different Province all
together, there was bound to be violence.

Wars erupted between provinces on a daily basis, the
Province lines were also constantly shifting, but it wasn’t as
painless. Disputes of this nature could be taken before the Royal
High Court of Aru, but seldom were. It was just too much of a
hassle and was easier to settle it on the battlefield. Conflicts
between provinces could linger on for years and nobody seemed to
care. The crown received their coin, no matter which Province held
the land, and as long as the area was considered hostile, the
Hunters were paid extra to transport goods and civilians from one
point to another.

The politics of Aru were shaky at best, each
Province, pushing against their neighbors, neither one giving any
ground, and through it all, the Hunter remained completely
neutral.

The town of Tobery, of the Denal Province, was no
more than a day's ride from the outpost of Moran, which was in the
Callor Province. By tomorrow, Tobery could also be in the Callor
Province, there was just no way of knowing. Kile would hate to see
it happen, although as a Hunter she was supposed to remain neutral.
She disliked the Callor Province, or to be more accurate, the ruler
of the Callor Province, Lord Rimes.

The streets of Tobery weren’t as busy as Coopervill,
but then, the weather was probably keeping most of the people
inside. Only those who had no choice were stuck in the rain. They
still tried to keep dry, darting from one building to another.

Riding down the center of the street, Kile wasn’t
sure if the old feelings of paranoia were returning, but she felt
every window was watching her. In their defense, she was probably
quite a sight, a young, redheaded girl riding on the back of a very
large, very wet mountain pony. She couldn’t imagine the people of
Tobery saw such things every day.

She was about to ask someone for direction, if she
could find someone or slow someone down long enough to ask, but the
sight of the green banner, flapping in the wind outside a small
building on the edge of town, gave her the information she needed.
From the outside, the Hunter’s Guild House looked very much like
the one back in Coopervill, with its banner and symbol by the door.
There was even a hand carved sign over the entrance, which marked
it as “Local Guild House Chapter 73”

Dismounting, she grabbed the leather satchel which
held the mail, and headed for the door. If the exterior held a
resemblance to the one in Coopervill, then the interior was
identical, right down to the over papered bulletin boards. She knew
the Guild lacked any originality, but this was taking things too
far. The room had the same atmosphere, the same smell, the same dim
lighting. She half expected to see Kane on the other side of the
reception window, requesting his mail in that monotone voice of
his, but instead, she found a much younger, thinner man. He looked
up when she entered and gave her a friendly smile.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“Mail,” She said, holding up the satchel and shaking
herself off beside the door. There was no need to get the floor
wet. It didn’t look as if it had seen a mop in a few decades.

“You wish to send something?” the young man
asked.

“No, sir, delivering something,” she replied.

She set the leather satchel on the counter. The
young man looked at it, then at her.

“You must be Kile Veller,” he said with a big
grin.

Wow, news travels fast, was Captain Jax already
looking for her?

“How did you…?”

“Know who you were? There’s been only one female to
graduate the Hunter’s Academy in the last twenty years, I have to
assume you’re her,” he said with a grin. “The name is Justin,
Justin Poros.”

“Kile, Kile Veller.” She said, shaking the young
man’s hand. “But then, you already knew that.”

“So, you have something for me to sign, don’t
you?”

“Oh, yes sir.” She replied, pulling out a rather
crumpled piece of paper from her pocket. “I’m afraid it got a
little wrinkled.”

“It’s to be expected.” He smiled. Straightened it
out on the counter, he signed his name along the bottom. “So, how
was your first assignment? It was your first assignment, wasn’t
it?”

“Yes, sir. It wasn’t exactly what I expected.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” he grinned. “I felt
the same way during my first assignment. I was ready to go when I
got out of the Academy, arrived in Tobery and the first assignment
I get is a message to deliver, not even a descent stack of letters,
but a single message. You’re eager to find excitement, and all you
get is another boring trip,” he said, shaking his head. He pulled
the leather satchel closer and began sorting through the
contents.

“Yeah, something like that,” she replied.

“I guess you’re eager to get back to Coopervill
then, get started on your next assignment.”

“You might say that.”

“Yeah, sure you are, but don’t worry. A few more of
these routine deliveries and you’ll be moving up in the ranks in no
time. That’s where the real excitement begins,” he laughed.
“Actually, if you are heading back, maybe you can take a few things
to Noxton, it would only be a day out of the way. My regular Hunter
hasn’t returned from his last trip.”

“Can I do that, sir?” she asked. She wasn’t exactly
sure how this whole, assigned Guild House, thing worked, another
thing they forgot to explain at the Academy. “I’m assigned to
Coopervill.”

“Oh, sure, it’s known as a reverse script,” Justin
explained and pulled out a form from under the window. “You see, I
sign these orders, and then you take the delivery to Noxton. Since
Noxton doesn’t have a Guild House, you’ll have to drop it off at
the meeting hall. Have the secretary there sign for it. Then you
take the papers back to your Gould house in Coopervill, where you
get paid. It’s on your way and it means a few extra coins in your
purse.”

“Well then, I guess so.”

“Excellent, let me get it together, it shouldn’t
take more than a tic.” The man said and disappeared into the back
room.

How long was a tic, she wondered, looking around the
Guild House? She had already seen the place, or at least it felt
that way. She looked at the open script board hanging on the far
wall. The same familiar vir faces stared back at her, but this time
it was the non-vir scripts she took an interest in, and one in
particular, the one outlining the details of the Minotaur of Calder
Falls. She had to admit, the picture on the sheet didn’t do the
beast justice. It looked more like a thin man wearing a cow’s head.
Clearly, whoever wrote up the script never saw a Minotaur. The
description was rather vague. Height unknown, weight unknown,
temperament, possible hostile, yeah, there was an understatement.
The only accurate information was the casualty list on the bottom
of the sheet, the names of all the Hunters who had tried and failed
to bring in the Minotaur. It was no wonder so many Hunter’s died in
the attempt, with such inaccuracies. For an organization which
prides itself on the retrieval of information for others, it was a
shame they never did any information gathering for themselves.

“Open scripts, huh?” Justin said from behind the
window. “Already looking for that next adventure?”

“Not quite,” she replied.

“Here, while you over there, you mind hanging this
one up as well. It’s been sitting on my desk for the last two days,
I keep forgetting to post it,” he said, holding out a sheet of
paper.

“Yeah, no problem,” she replied.

A new script, to be posted to the board. That was
something interesting, she thought, until she read it. It was an
open script for one Eric Douglas Rimes.

“Eric Rimes,” she exclaimed rather loudly.

“Yeah, can you image?” Justin replied from somewhere
behind the window. “They say he’s the son of Lord Rimes of the
Callor Province. He even tried to become a Hunter. I wonder what he
did to upset the Guild so much to get that kind of a bounty on
him.

The information they listed under the heading
‘wanted for’ simply read ‘Crimes against the Guild.’ It was rather
vague. Although, most of the trivial information on his
description, his temperament, even his known associates appeared to
be accurate, but there was one minor error.

“This is wrong,” Kile said, returning the script to
the window.

“Hey, the Guild thinks he’s guilty. Who am I to say
otherwise?” Justin replied.

“No, not that, this,” she said, pointing to the
section under distinguishing characteristics and known abilities.
It clearly stated he was influenced by the sphere of water.

“What? He was trying to become a Hunter, and he did
get as far as the Academy, so he had to have some type of Hunter’s
Edge. You should know that.”

“Well, yeah, I know that, but, he wasn’t influenced
by water, he was influenced by fire.”

Justin took the script from Kile and reread it.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Positive,” she replied.

“Well, I don’t know. They clearly have him down as
being influenced by water and they should know better than us.
Maybe this just isn’t who you think it is.” He said, handing the
script back to her. “Just hang it up, if you will.”

She waited until he disappeared into the back room
again before reaching across the desk to retrieve a pen. She
crossed out water and filled in fire. She couldn’t do it to all the
scripts posted to all the houses, but at least she could correct
this one, and possibly the one back at Coopervill. It surprised her
that something of this magnitude went unnoticed, if it did go
unnoticed. She pinned the script to the board, and now Eric’s face
was among the other vir staring out into the room.

“Here’s the mail, sorry it took so long,” Justin
replied, dropping a much smaller parcel on the counter. “It’s not
much, but we don’t get much for Noxton, and if we leave it until we
do, well, then some of these letters could wind up a year to two
old before they reach their destination. I don’t know why the Guild
keeps sending them to us, they should send the up to you guys in
Coopervill, but, I’m sure the Guild knows what it's doing.”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Kile replied with little
conviction.

“You still probationary, right?” Justin asked.

“Yes, sir.”

He pulled another form from under the counter and
scribbled his name along the bottom.

“If you present this to the Dancing Squirrel Inn,
just down the road, they’ll give you a free meal… Well, I say a
free meal, but really the Guild picks up the tab. Once you’re
certified you’ll have to provide for yourself, but by then, you
should have the coin. I can offer you one of the beds upstairs if
you wish to spend the night, again, free of charge. The Guild looks
after its own.”

“No, that's alright, I’ll probably just head out
tonight.”

“Suit yourself,” Justine replied. “Suppose I’ll be
seeing you around more, what with you taking over the mail routes
for Coopervill. It’s about time they got themselves a new
Hunter.”

She slipped the small bundle of scrolls into her
courier bag and headed back out into the rain. With so many forms
and so much misinformation, it was no wonder the Hunter’s Guild was
looking to change.
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It didn’t take nearly as long to get from Tobery to
Noxton as it did to get from Coopervill to Tobery. Of course, this
time, she never left the roads. She didn’t want to risk running
into another Minotaur or being sidetracked to outposts in Callor,
but it still took her a good three days before she rode into the
town of Noxton. She only spent a few hours in Tobery, long enough
to eat at the Dancing Squirrel on the Guild’s tab, not that there
was much she could order. It would appear, the proprietor of the
Squirrel was used to having Hunters in his establishment and he
even had a set bill of fare, which he called the Hunter’s Meal. It
was probably not a coincidence that it was the cheapest thing on
the menu. A simple dish of bread, cheese, some form of pickle and a
few slices of fruit, all washed down with a tankard of ale,
although, Kile opted for plain water. The proprietor didn’t seem
very pleased to accept the ticket Justin gave her, but he did
accept it in the end, and that was all that mattered. She declined
the offer of a room at the Guild House, wishing to get back on the
road as quickly as possible.

The return trip was uneventful, the road which led
to Noxton was right where the map said it should be, and the only
thing of any real interest during the trip was meeting a groundhog
who shared supper with them one night. He was a pleasant enough
host. Although, like most animals who had very little contact with
the vir, his speech patterns were difficult to understand in their
simplicity, while the images he shared with her were quite
intriguing. He invited her to stay in his burrow if she wished, but
even she wasn’t that small. He did show her a wild berry patch he
frequented recently.

She learned the Minotaur hadn’t been in the area all
that long, and in fact, passed through the groundhog’s territory
only three or four weeks ago. That was, if she understood the
groundhog’s measurement of time. If it was true, and Caldor Falls,
where she assumed the beast came from, it was called the Minotaur
of Caldor Falls after all, was some distance east of where she was,
then it would mean the Minotaur was traveling west. Under normal
circumstances, this bit of trivia was meaningless, and she probably
wouldn’t have given it much thought, if it wasn’t for Rick’s
warning about the area and about the west in general. It just
stirred up the old feelings paranoia. What if the Minotaur was
heading west to join up with the uhyre?

There was absolutely nothing to base that on, and it
was sheer speculation, but the same two words kept coming up… what
if? What if someone was recruiting these things for an army to
invade the Province of Denal? What if it wasn’t just the Denal
Province? What if it was the entire Kingdom of Aru? What if the
Province of Callor was in on it from the beginning?

The more questions she asked, the more scenarios
formed in her overactive imagination, and she didn’t like the
outcome of any of them. Each scenario led to two inescapable
conclusions. First, if any of it was true, there had to be a single
force working to gather and organize the uhyre. The valrik were not
known for cooperating among themselves, unless there was a strong
presence to keep them in line. The second conclusion was simple,
war was inevitable. War was not new in the Kingdom of Aru. It would
be new if there weren't any wars. There was war between towns,
between cities and even between provinces, but a war between
kingdoms was something entirely different and very frightening.

These scenarios and more, although, the others were
just too outlandish even to entertain, were rolling around in her
head when she eventually rode into the town of Noxton. The town was
not unlike Coopervill, or even Tobery, from what she could see of
it. It was almost as if she was riding around in circles and
someone was rearranging the buildings and calling the town by a
different name. Coopervill had the Bird and Bay, Tobery had the
Dancing Squirrel and Noxton had an inn, with the pleasant name of,
the Starving Fish. It even had fish bones painted on the sign to
get the message across. Who makes up these names, anyway?

The biggest difference was the one she expected,
there was no Guild House in Noxton, so she headed for the meeting
hall. It wasn’t actually a meeting hall, the concept of the meeting
hall, where the town’s people would gather to discuss their
problems, was obsolete. The term still lingered, but now it was
applied to any large building which was filled with offices and
housed the, self proclaimed, important people of the town. There
was a Lord, in name only, an under secretary, a Captain of the
guard, a Captain of arms and about two dozen more titles which
really meant nothing to her, but they all had an office in the
meeting hall. The odd part was, none of them were ever in their
office

All meeting halls, or at least those which Kile had
seen so far, had one thing in common, they were the most
extravagant looking buildings in town, next to the local church,
that is. They were not hard to find, they were usually two or three
stories in height and the preferred color of the exterior appeared
to be white. The windows always seemed larger than any other place,
and the door was usually composed of some exotic wood which didn’t
grow within the immediate area, but someone at sometime though it
was essential to have the wood shipped in, since the wood, which
appeared to be fine for every other door in every other structure
in town was, for some reason, not suitable for the meeting hall.
She figured it was either the ego of one man, or the pride of an
entire town, either way she saw it as a waste of money.

The wooden doors of the Noxton meeting hall did not
disappoint her. They were made from Iron Oak, a tree which grew in
abundance, in the east, not far from Riverport. It would have made
sense if the building was being used for the last line of defense,
as a means of protecting the people of the town from invaders, but,
seeing there were seven foot tall windows on either side of the
door which could easily be breached, made the concept rather
ridiculous.

She pulled open the doors, which were set on
pivoting hinges, so despite their size, and the weight of Iron Oak
in general, they opened easily. The interior of the meeting hall
was no less grand, with white marbled floors and wooden beams, it
puts the Great Hall of the Academy to shame, before it burned
down.

It wasn’t difficult to figure out where to go. There
was only one desk in the room and one person sitting behind it.
Walking across the white marbled floor, Kile felt the emptiness
weighing in on her. It was so bleak and barren in the room, it
bordered on the depressing. There wasn’t a banner, or a picture, to
be seen, just white walls and windows. There were a few doors
leading off to a few offices, but the room had no identity. It
reminded her of the Mystic Tower.

The woman behind the desk looked up as she
approached. She was a dark haired old woman with the face of a
crow. It was long and narrow, and had a sharp noise which hooked
down at the end. Small beady eyes were hidden behind a pair of
thick rimmed glasses.

“Can I help you?” she asked, looking over the top of
those glasses. It was clear from the look on her face, helping
anyone was the last thing she wanted to do.

“Probationary Level Five Hunter, Kile Veller,” Kile
said, placing the satchel on the woman’s desk. However, the woman
didn’t look at the satchel. She was eyeing the yarrow on Kile’s
shoulder. What was this instant dislike towards rodents? At least
the woman didn’t go screaming out of the room.

The crow faced woman slowly turned her gaze to Kile
with the same amount of disgust. It must be guilt by association.
She stared at Kile, as if she was expecting something more.

“Your mail,” Kile finally said, pushing the bag
forward.

The woman let out a heavy sigh, as if the entire
interaction was too much to bear. Pulling the satchel across the
desk, she looked inside.

“It’s about time,” she remarked, dropping the bag on
the floor beside her desk.

“Perhaps you should consider having a chapter of the
Hunter’s Guild in Noxton,” Kile suggested.

“Not likely,” the woman replied. She returned to the
work she was doing, before Kile arrived. It was nice to see that
not only the Guild House was cursed with forms to fill out.

Kile waited a few minutes, and when it was clear the
crow faced woman wasn’t going to address her any further, she
pulled out the reverse script Justin gave her and set it on the
desk.

“Excuse me,” she interrupted.

“Is there something else?” The woman snapped,
looking at Kile over the top of her thick rimmed glasses. She had
the look down to an art form. How many people instantly excused
themselves and left the hall, after receiving that look?

“Sign this and I’ll be on my way,” Kile replied,
handing the reverse script to the crow faced woman. The secretary
took it gingerly with two fingers, as if the notion of touching
something, which was in Kile’s possession, was just too disgusting
to comprehend.

“Yes,” she said slowly before setting the paper
aside without even looking at it. “I can’t sign this. You’ll have
to make an appointment with Lord Bunston.”

“Look, I don’t have time to make an appointment, I
have other deliveries to make, other places to go,” Kile said. It
wasn’t true, but she didn’t want to wait around until some big
shot, with a title beside his name, decided to grace her with his
appearance.

“I’m sorry, but his Lordship is not in, you’ll just
have to make an appointment,” the woman said dismissively.

“I was told, you could sign this,” Kile replied,
grabbing the paper and putting it back in front of the woman.

“I’m sorry, but that’s not my responsibility. The
mail will have to be sorted and inspected first, before we can sign
for it,” the old woman said, taking the paper and placing it back
on the pile.

“So, how long is that going to take?”

“It will take as long as it takes, we are very busy
here.”

Kile looked around the empty room. This was the only
desk and she was the only person here, so unless she was including
Kile in that statement, she wasn’t sure where the “We” came
from.

“Can you at least give me an idea of how long it
will take?” she asked.

“Mail is sorted the first of every week,” the woman
replied.

“That’s three days from now. I can’t hang around
here that long.”

“That is the way we run things here, if you are not
happy with it, then I suggest you speak with Lord Bunston, but
you’ll have to make an appointment.”

“Fine,” Kile said in defeat. “When can I see his
Lordship?”

The crow faced woman let out another heavy sigh, and
pulling a thick book towards her, began flipping through the
pages.

“Lord Bunston is a very busy man, but I can mark you
in on… Thursday,” she said, scribbling something down before
setting the book aside.

“That’s five days from now.” Kile exclaimed. This
was getting her nowhere. She was beginning to think the Minotaur
was easier to handle than this old crow. “Look, I don’t get paid
until you sign that sheet. Where am I supposed to hold up until
then?”

“That’s not my problem,” The woman replied. “You’re
the Hunter, aren’t you supposed to be able to survive anywhere,
adapt to any situation?”

Plainly, this woman had a beef with the Hunter’s
Guild, or possibly just one Hunter in particular, but Kile really
didn’t care at this point. Whatever the woman’s problem was, she
should keep it to herself. Clearly, that wasn’t going to happen,
which meant Kile had no other choice, but to add to it.

“You know, you absolutely right,” she replied,
walking away.

The old crow faced woman waited for Kile to leave,
before picking up the reverse script and dropping it on stack with
the rest of the papers. She was looking through the satchel of mail
when the double doors of the meeting hall flew open and the most
ungainly, long haired, black horse entered. The sound of its
platter sized hoofs striking the white marble floor in the empty
room was deafening as it echoed off the rafters. The horse came all
the way up to the old woman, gave one loud snort which blew half
the papers off her desk and then turned aside where Kile
dismounted.

“What is the meaning of this?” The woman exclaimed,
quickly regaining her composure.

“Oh, don’t mind us. You’re busy. We can entertain
ourselves,” Kile said, untying her supplies from the back of the
pony. “Just keep on doing whatever it was you were doing. You won’t
even know we’re here.”

“You… you can’t have this… this beast in here.”

“What… Grim? You don’t expect me to leave him
outside, do you?”

“You can’t be in here. None of you can be in here.
This is a government building, not… not a… a stable,” the woman
shouted.

“Oh sure, we can. It’s not that big of a deal,” Kile
replied. “As you were so quick to point out, as a Hunter, I should
be able to survive anywhere. This seems as good a place as
any.”

“This is not what I meant, this is outrageous.”

Riding a horse from the main streets of Noxton, up
the stairs of the meeting hall and through the front doors was
bound to draw some attention. People began to appear at the
windows, trying to see what was happening. Doors began to open
inside the meeting hall and all the self proclaimed important
people, who were never in their offices, we're now emerging from
those same offices.

Maybe Master Boraro was right all along, when he
said Hunter’s should have some standing on the social ladder. Had
Kile been the daughter of a wealthy merchant or a Lord, it was
quite possible the woman would have shown her a little more
respect. Of course, there was no way of telling what Kile’s status
was, whether she was royalty or rural, it never came up in
conversation.

Kile laid out her blankets beside one of the
windows, and then broke out her small tinder box. She sat on the
marbled floor and went through the motions of starting a small
campfire.

She only managed to get the tinder lit when a heavy
set man, as round as he was tall, with a large red nose, came
running down the stairs. He was out of breath by the time he
reached the desk.

“Mrs. Werth, what is going on here?” he
demanded.

“I don’t know sir, this… this Hunter… this horse,”
the woman stammered. Clearly, this was something she never had to
deal with before. Kile couldn’t understand why. The meeting hall
was large enough to house several horses and had the entrance to
allow it.

Seeing he wasn’t going to get anything coherent out
of his secretary, the large man turned to Kile.

“Young lady, what do you think you are doing? This
is not a stable. This is Noxton Hall,” he said.

“Oh, I’m aware of that,” Kile replied, feeding the
small fire. “I’m just waiting for his Lordship.”

“I am Lord Bunston of Noxton,” the large man
shouted, throwing out his chest, and there was quite a bit of him
to throw out.

Kile looked up and shook her head. “You can’t be,”
she replied, turning back to her smoldering fire.

“What?”

“You can’t be his Lordship. I was told that Lord
Bunston wasn’t in, so unless your receptionist lied to an official
of the Hunter’s Guild, you can’t be him.”

“I assure you, young lady, I am Lord Bunston and I
am most definitely in,” the large man shouted. By now the man’s
face was as red as his nose, and given his general state of health,
Kile figure she shouldn’t push him any further. The last thing she
wanted was to be responsible for the death of a Lord.

“Well, if that’s the case…” She said, getting up off
the floor. “… then she can’t be a very good receptionist if she
doesn’t even know if the person she is receiving for is in or
out.”

“I beg your pardon,” The crow faced woman shouted.
“I’ll have you know…”

“Take it easy Mrs. Werth.” Lord Bunston said, waving
the woman to sit down. “It would seem that we may have gotten off
on the wrong foot.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Kile replied. “I was told to
make an appointment, and it would appear, you are booked up for the
next five days, so I’ll be staying here until then, you just go
about your business. You’re clearly a very busy man.”

Lord Bunston looked around the meeting hall. Now the
spectators, otherwise known as the citizens of Noxton, were
starting to come inside for a better look. This was the last thing
he wanted.

“I believe I can spare some time if you wish to come
to my office,” he told her.

“Oh, that won’t be necessary,” Kile replied,
retrieving the reverse script from the desk and handed it to Lord
Bunston. “Sign here please.”

“This is it, I sign this and you leave?” he
asked.

“That's all I need,” she replied.

Lord Bunston was all too eager to put his signature
across the bottom of the paper. He handed the reverse script back
to Kile, who delighted in stalling, as she looked it over.

“Seems everything is in order,” She said, rolling
the script up and slipping it into her courier bag. She stomped out
the small flame and brushed most of the ashes back into the tinder
box before gathering her supplies.

“This would be a lot easier if you’ll have your
secretary sign for it in the future,” Kile said.

“Yes, of course, now please if you could get you and
that… that beast out of here.”

“Come on Grim, it doesn’t look as if we’re wanted
here either,” Kile said with a sigh and rode the mountain pony
towards the front doors. The people who witnessed the exchange,
laughed and applauded as she left. She wasn’t sure if they were
laughing at her or with her, either way, they held the doors open
for her. She waved to them as she rode Grim down the stone steps of
the meeting hall and back out onto the streets of Noxton.

-That was not the nicest thing to do.-

Grim announced.

“I didn’t see you trying to stop me.”

-I didn’t say it wasn’t fun, I said it wasn’t
nice.-

The next stop would be Coopervill and her first
payday.

 


When the first signs of Coopervill came into view,
Kile had mixed feelings. On the one hand, she welcomed a decent
meal and place to sleep, as well as her first pay, but on the other
hand, she enjoyed the freedom the road offered. No one was telling
her what to do, where to go, how to do it, but then, given the
course of her first delivery, maybe some should have. It all came
down to the outcome, as long as the Hunter succeeded, no one really
cared how they did it, and she made not one, but two
deliveries.

She rode into the Apple Blossom Livery where Alisa
was waiting for her at the door. The young woman was wiping her
hands on her apron as she came down the steps, a sure sign she had
been baking all afternoon.

“Hail the returning Hunter.” she laughed. Kile
dismounted. “So, how was your first assignment?” she asked.

“Uneventful,” Kile replied. She unfastened her pack
from the pony. “As I said, it was just an average delivery.”

“Well, then, you were in the wrong place,” Alisa
said.

“Why, what happen?” she asked.

“The story is, Marcus Taylor captured the Minotaur
of Calder Falls. Can you believe it?”

“Wow, that is… hard to believe,” Kile replied.

“I’ll say. He’ll go down as one of the great heroes
of our time. I mean to think…” Alisa was cut short as Grim stomped
his foot and snorted. “What’s with him?” The young woman asked,
stepping away from the mountain pony.

“Oh, nothing, I think he’s been looking forward to a
piece of your apple pie. He’s just being a little impatient,” Kile
replied.

-He captured the Minotaur-

Grim snorted again.

“Well, he does look hungry. It’s a good thing that
I’ve got a few pies cooling in the kitchen now, but then I always
seem to have a few pies cooling it the kitchen,” Alisa laughed.
“I’ll have Carl take him to the stables and clean him up.”

-I can find my own way.-

Grim replied, setting off for the barn.

“You’re going to have to tell me how you trained him
so well. I have horses which won’t obey anyone,” Alisa remarked,
watching Grim walk away. “You’re also going to have to tell me why
you have a yarrow sitting on your shoulder.”

“Oh, this is Vesper, he’s a friend of mine.”

“A friend, you say.” Alisa replied with a nod. “You
realize you have spinster written all over you.”

“Yeah, and I’m in no rush to change that,” Kile
said, hoisting her pack. “So, anything else of interest I should
know about, besides the great Marcus Taylor.” She added, trying to
change the subject. The last thing she wanted to discuss with
Alisa, was her love life, or lack of one.

“Well, news is that the Province of Setton has just
mustered their troops to guard the western border. Lord Eeny has
petitioned the crown for more men.”

“That’s to be expected,” Kile replied, although, she
wasn’t sure where the Province of Setton was located or even who
Lord Eeny was. She really should have paid more attention to her
political studies.

“Oh yea, and there was an interesting rumor from out
of Callor, it seems that one of their outposts was attacked by a
Wili.”

“Really,” Kile said, avoiding the pun. “What exactly
is a… Wili?”

“A Wili? Oh… It’s an old legend around these parts.”
Alisa replied. “My father use to tell me stories about them.
Supposedly, they were the spirits of young women who died before
their wedding night and can't rest because of their unsatisfied
passion. So, on a stormy night, they dance naked in the rain and
capture the hearts of men, luring them away with their beauty, and
feasting on their blood.”

“How pleasant.”

“Well, an outpost of lonely men, you could see where
the desire to see a Wili would come from. Of course, there are also
stories of them being these hideous demons, but I think I like the
beautiful women version myself.”

“Yeah, me too,” Kile replied. “I better get this
paper work over to Kane at the Guild House, if I want to get
paid.”

“Remember, we’re going shopping tomorrow.” Alisa
told her, handing Kile back her keys. “We’ll try to find you
something more suitable to wear than that.”

Kile neither agree, nor disagree to the shopping
expedition, but bid Alisa goodbye and headed down the road to the
Guild House. As she passed through the center of town, heading for
the old bridge, the conversation on everyone’s lips was Marcus
Taylor and the Minotaur of Caldor falls. By the time she reached
the Guild House, she must have heard six different versions of the
story. Each one more unbelievable than the next, but they all
seemed to agree on one key point. He defeated the Minotaur with his
bare hands, getting it into some type of choke hold after he
wrestled it to the ground. There was still some debate as to
whether the beast passed out, or gave up.

How could a story of something, which happened, no
more than a week and a half ago, get blown out of proportion so
fast?

When she entered the Guild House, she wasn’t in the
best of moods. It’s not like she wanted everyone to know she
defeated the Minotaur, or actually Grim defeated the Minotaur. It
just annoyed her how readily people were willing to accept the
stories of Marcus, without any form of proof.

“Back from your first assignment, I see.” Kane said
in his monotone voice when he saw here enter.

“Yes, sir,” Kile replied, setting both signed
documents on the window sill. “I have this…”

“Reverse script.” Kane finished for her. Picking up
the second sheet, he looked it over, nodded and stuffed it into a
large box under the window before returning to the back room.

Kile paced the floor of the Guild House as she
waited. She looked at the open script board to see Eric’s face
staring back at her. They hadn’t changed his affiliation with the
water sphere yet, that was going to get some unlucky Hunter
toasted. Egomaniacs biting off more than they could chew,
misinformation on bounties, paper work that constantly needed to be
filled out, forms and scripts which had to be signed, a general
distrust towards the Guild by citizens, this was not what she
sighed up for.

“Here’s your pay for the deliveries,” Kane said,
dropping a small coin purse on the counter. She picked it up and
held it in both hands. It might not have been much by most people’s
standards, but it was more money than she ever had in her life. She
stuffed the coin purse in the courier bag and headed out into the
street.

Kile returned to the Bird and Bay. The activities of
the night hadn’t started yet, and if she was lucky, she could eat
her meal and be out of the dining area before they did.

“Back in one piece, I see,” Beth commented from
behind the counter. “How was your first assignment?”

“Uneventful,” She replied and headed for the
stairs.

Opening the door, she dropped her pack on the bed
and felt like following it. The room, thankfully, was in the same
state as how she left it. At least Gus meant what he said about the
cleaning and locked doors. If they couldn’t get in, they didn’t
clean. She placed the Lann in the trunk and locked it, then, dumped
the contents of the purse on the table.

She was still on probation, which meant, she wasn’t
responsible for her room, food or stable fees. How long was that
going to last? She didn’t want to stay on probation, but as long as
she was, she had more money to spend on the things she needed, and
at the moment, she needed to send some of it home. As she counted
out the coin she figured she could live off of half the sum, of
course, it would mean cutting costs where she could. Master
Folkstaff was rumored to have never stayed at an inn. He lived in
the wild, outside the first town he was assigned to. If push came
to shove, could she actually do that? She was pretty good at
surviving in the wild, and that’s where most of her new friends
were. There was also the Guild House, although, she dreaded that
idea.

She slid the coins back into the purse. Now all she
needed to do, was find out how to send it to her brother. She was
sure the Guild would provide the service, she just wasn’t sure if
they would charge her for it.

She brushed out her hair, shook out her clothes and
headed down for an early supper.

 


Kile sat in the booth, in a corner of the Bird and
Bay, well out of sight of the otherwise normal patrons. She was
scribbling on a piece of paper the list of things she needed to
buy, as well as the things she wanted to buy, and tried to figure
out if she had enough money to buy anything. There were some things
on the list she could probably get through the Guild, other things
she knew she couldn’t and a few things she be too embarrassed to
ask for. She just hoped Alisa was serious when she offered to help
her pick up a few things. Some of this stuff she wouldn’t even know
where to find in Coopervill.

The waitress came around once to set down a cup of
tea before heading back to the kitchen. The Bird and Bay had twenty
seven different varieties of tea on their menu, so far Kile sampled
four of them, and she didn’t like any of them. She was determined
to find at least one she could say she enjoyed. Taking a sip of the
tea, she set it aside. Make that, five flavors she didn’t like. It
was kind of a personal quest, Morgan had his rosemary tea and Alisa
drank a kind of apple cinnamon tea, Kile wanted a tea of her own.
She didn’t like ale, or any of the strong drinks the Bird was known
for, so that left just the water and the juices. With winter on its
way, it would be nice to have a warm drink, now and then. The
juices could wait until summer, there were forty two varieties on
the menu and she was determined to try them all.

Turning over the sheet of paper, she started to
scribble a few more notes on the back. She could send at least half
her pay home. That way, even if she couldn’t be there, she could
still help her family out financially. She would send it to her
brother directly. She wouldn’t want her mother to worry, even
though that’s what mother’s do. Maybe, in a year or two, when
things settled down or she settled in, she could take some time off
and return to Riverport for a visit, although, she really wasn’t
sure if she wanted to go back, or even if she could. So many things
had changed, including her. That was another place, and another
time.

The waitress returned with her meal and stopped
short of the table. Kile quickly removed the papers and waited for
her supper, but it never came. The waitress was distracted, looking
towards the front of the room. From where Kile was seated, she
couldn’t see what captured the young waitress’s attention. All she
knew was, her supper was hovering just above her table, slowly
tipping in her direction. She reached up and grabbed it before she
wore it. The sudden loss of the plate broke the waitress’s trance.
There was a look of confusion on her face, as if she was trying to
figure out how Kile had gotten there.

“It is my meal… isn’t it?” Kile asked.

“Oh… yes… sorry,” the waitress apologized
meekly.

What was so interesting that almost had her wearing
her evening supper? She tried to see over the counters and the
dividing wall, but the reason she chose the booth was because it
isolated her from the rest of the dining room.

“Isn’t he wonderful?” the waitress said, her gaze
still fixed on someone in the front of the room.

“I wouldn’t know,” Kile replied.

It must have been the wrong thing to say, since the
waitress shot her a look which would have stopped Grim in his
tracks, before storming off to the kitchen.

“What?” Kile shouted after her.

“Mind if I sit down?”

She turned to see a large, broad man with shocking
white hair and steely blue-gray eyes standing beside her table. He
looked a lot taller than she remembered, but he was standing up.
The last time she saw him, he was lying face down in the mud.
Actually, it was more like he was slumped over his horse. Either
way, it was difficult to judge his height. He didn’t wait for an
answer and slid into the booth. The waitresses were very quick to
respond. Kile was sitting in the booth for nearly half an hour
before anyone came to take her order, this guy sits down and has
four young waitresses fawning all over him in less than a
second.

He looked up at one of the girls and smiled. “My
usual, love,” he said with a grin.

“Yes, sir,” the waitress replied with a slight
giggle and ran off to get him, whatever his usual was. The other
waitresses moved away slowly, disappointed for not being chosen by
the white haired Hunter with the steely blue-gray eyes.

Kile could have sworn those eyes turned a brighter
shade of blue when he spoke.

He faced Kile, folding his large hands on the table
and leaning back in the booth.

“So, you’re the new Hunter,” he said.

“I suppose so,” she replied.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked.

“Let’s just say I’ve heard a story or two.”

“So, you have heard of me,” the man said with a
boyish smile. It wasn’t the smile, which caught Kile’s attention,
it was his eyes. They turned blue, again. “Then you saw me defeat
the Minotaur of Calder Falls. I fought him single handedly, with my
bare hands, in the field down by the by the river. You saw all
that, didn’t you?” he asked.

The way he said it, it didn’t sound so much like a
question, more like he was stating a fact, or telling a story.

“That’s not exactly how I saw it, but really,
whatever floats your boat,” She replied, turning back to her meal.
Maybe the blow to his head did a little more damage than she
thought.

“I said, I was the one who defeated the Minotaur of
Calder Falls in single combat. I fought him with my bare hands, in
the open field down by the river. You saw that, didn’t you?”

Again, it was more of a statement and not a
question.

“Look, to tell you the truth, I couldn’t care less,”
Kile replied.

He glanced around the room to make sure no one was
watching, and then leaned in closer.

“I said, I am the man…”

“Yes, yes, I know. You’re the man who fought the
Minotaur of Calder Falls in signal combat, something else,
something else, whatever. If you want to believe that, that’s fine
with me, but really, I am trying to eat my supper here.”

There was a look of confusion on Marcus’s face.
“This isn’t working on you, is it?” He asked.

“What? That story? Uh… no,” Kile replied.

He pulled himself out of the booth. “One moment
please.” He said, and walked over to one of the unhappy waitresses
who didn’t get the opportunity to serve him.

Kile watched as he leaned in towards the pretty
young girl and started to speak. She couldn’t hear what he was
saying, but she felt something wasn’t normal about this man. The
waitress giggled and handed him a set of keys which he quickly
slipped into his pocket. He returned to the booth and sat down.

“Man, I thought I lost it.” He said. “Let me try
this again.”

He leaned over the table and stared at Kile, his
steely blue-gray eyes slowly shifting to a brighter blue. It was
almost as if someone had turned a light on behind them.

“I am the incredibly handsome Hunter, who saved your
life by defeating the Minotaur, in single combat down by the river
with my bare hands…”

Kile laughed. “You have got to be kidding,” she
said.

The confused look on Marcus’s face was back.

“This is… a little awkward,” he said. “Can we start
again?”

“I don’t think so. Look, I don’t care if you want to
take credit for the defeat of the Minotaur, you’re welcome to it, I
don’t want it, and don’t worry. I don’t plan on telling
anyone.”

“Wait… please… calm down,” he said, looking around
the room.

“Calm down? You want me to calm down. You come over
here uninvited, sit down at my table and… you know, I’m not even
sure what you’re trying to do. You’re either trying to pick me up
or threaten me.”

“Neither. You don’t understand. Look, let me start
all over… please,” he begged.

“Fine,” Kile said, pushing her meal away. “Go for
it.”

The man looked a little uncomfortable now, a bit out
of his element as he ran one hand through his white hair.

“Look, I sorry about what I tried to do just now, it
was a bit… low, I admit it.” He said. “What I should have said and
what I was going to say when I came over was… thank you for saving
my ass back there. I owe you big… I just never had to… owe
anyone.”

She watched his eyes, but this time, they never
changed color. She had a feeling it was something he could turn on
and off at will.

“You’re welcome,” she replied.

“Since you’re a Hunter, I guess I should do this by
the book. Certified Level Three Hunter, Marcus Taylor, at your
service.” He said, extending his hand.

“Probationary Level Five Hunter, Kile Veller, at
yours,” she replied. Taking his hand.

“You didn’t feel anything… before, when I was
talking to you. You know, when I told you that…”

“That, obviously fake story?” she finished for
him.

“Yeah, that.”

“Should I have?”

“Well, actually… yes,” Marcus said, leaning back in
the seat. “I’ve never met anyone who it didn’t work on. I mean,
aside from animals, and now I guess I can add Minotaur to that
list. I know it doesn’t work on my horse, she still doesn’t listen
to me.”

“Although, I don’t know why, Rose is very fond of
you. She wouldn’t have stayed by your side if she wasn’t.” Kile
told him.

“Well, yeah, I suppose… wait, you know my Rose?”

“We’ve met,” Kile said, sipping her tea, which was
even worse, cold. That’s when she finally figured it out. “Wait a
minute, you were trying to use your Edge on me.”

“What? I don’t know…”

“Yes, you do, you were trying to use your Edge on
me, that’s why your eyes changed color. What is it, some kind of
mind control?”

“Keep your voice down,” Marcus hissed, looking
around the room.

“That’s it, isn’t it? It’s some kind of mind
control.”

“Well, not exactly, it’s more of a mind nudge, a
kind of suggestion,” he explained.

“No Hunter should ever use their Edge on another
Hunter.”

“You are fresh out of the Academy, aren’t you?”
Marcus replied. “Look, things change when you’re out here. You have
to get by the best way you can.”

“Maybe, but I wouldn’t use my Edge against you.”
Kile replied, not that she was able to, her Edge just didn’t work
that way.

“Hey, come on, I said I was sorry, and I meant it.
Besides, I have kind of a reputation here in town and I didn’t want
you to ruin it, before I had a chance to speak with you.”

“Well, you spoke with me, so don’t worry, I have no
intention of taking any credit or soiling your reputation. You can
have the Minotaur, the fame, the coin and the credit, it’s all
yours,” Kile said, getting up from the booth.

“Sit down Hunter,” Marcus commanded, his eyes
shifting to a brighter blue.

“You tried to do it again,” Kile shouted.

“Sorry… force of habit. Please, sit down.”

She returned to her seat.

“Let it be known I am doing this because I want to
and not because you suggested it.”

“Look, what I wanted to tell you was... yes, the
people of Coopervill believe I defeated the Minotaur. I’m sorry,
but, quite frankly, I need it.”

“Need it?”

“Fame is… rather addicting. Look, when I got out of
the Academy I was a nobody. Just another Hunter making deliveries,
and I was quite happy, but when I defeated the Troll of Blackmore,
my entire world changed. I became a somebody. People were coming
from all over to see the white haired Hunter. I guess… I got drunk
on it.”

“So that makes it alright.”

“No, it doesn’t make it right, that's what I’m
trying to say. Sure the civilians think I defeated the Minotaur,
but it means nothing, well, almost nothing. Once the story’s out,
you’re not going to change it. It’s part of the legend now. The
fame was handed to me, so yes, I took it, but the Minotaur, the
credit and the coin, those are yours.”

“They're not mine, I don’t want them,” Kile
replied.

“Oh yeah, right, now who’s making things up,” Marcus
laughed. “You’re a Probationary Level Five and you’ve just finished
your first mission. How much coin do you have on you, at this
moment? I’m wagering ten, twenty at the most.”

“Twelve and change,” she admitted.

“And you’re saying you can’t do with the extra. The
Minotaur is a class A open script. That’s some serious coin. I
didn’t go after him for the bounty. I went after him for the fame.
I got the fame, for better or for worse, you keep the rest.”

“I don’t want it,” she said.

“It’s too late. I’ve already explained everything to
Kane. Look, I may be a lot of things. I’m a cheat, a swindler. I’ve
never paid for a drink or a meal since I became famous, but I would
never take credit within the Guild, for something I didn’t do.”

“You don’t understand, I didn’t defeat the Minotaur,
it was a… a fluke, my horse had more to do with it than I did. It
was just dumb luck.”

Marcus laughed. “Never underestimate dumb luck,
kid.” He said “How do you think I brought down the Troll of
Blackmore.”

“From what I’ve heard, you fought him with your bare
hands for three days and four nights in a torrential downpour, with
a broken leg, before you pulled off his head.”

“Yeah, that was one of the better stories.” He
grinned. “But you want to know the truth of it, it was just dumb
luck. You’ve already guessed my Edge, why it doesn’t work on you, I
don’t know, but I’m what you call, a freak.”

“We preferred the term, miscellaneous.”

“So, you’re one too.” Marcus said, his eyes lighting
up. “Maybe that has something to do with it. Either way, I have the
unique ability to, shall we say, persuade someone to do something
they may or may not want to do, just by making eye contact. At
first I thought it was a curse. I wanted a better Edge, a cooler
Edge, something like walking on air, or throwing balls of fire,
maybe even turning invisible. Do you know Steele can move with
rapid bursts of speed? He was able to complete his deliveries
before I could even saddle my horse. But, the more I practiced my
Edge, the more advantages I saw in it. I may not have used it to
its fullest potential, mostly to get free drinks or a free
meal.”

“Or a waitress’s room key,” Kile added.

“You saw that?”

“Continue.”

“Yeah, well… I found I could use it better in
battle. I could convince my opponent I was going to move left, when
I actually moved right, that I was behind him when I was in front
of him. I was a natural for bringing in bounties. So, I figured, I
could make my fortune in one shot. I would go after an open script.
I would go after the Troll of Blackmore. I went looking for him in
the black moor swamps, looking for this troll, and I found him. Do
you know how big a troll is?”

“Mountain, hill, lowland, or forest?” Kile
asked.

“Oh… uh… lowland.”

“The average lowland troll is about fifteen to
twenty feet tall.”

“Where were you when I went looking for the thing?
But you're right. It stood nearly twenty feet tall. How can I make
eye contact with something when I’m staring at its kneecaps? So I
did what any self respecting Hunter would do in that situation. I
gripped my weapon and took a deep breath…”

“And you ran.” She finished.

“Like… the… wind.” He laughed. “Unfortunately, this
thing was a bit more tenacious than I thought. He chased me from
one side of the swamp to the next. So I find this small cave and
head straight for it with the troll’s right behind me. I dive into
the cave, he dives in after me, I hear this sickening crack, and
then nothing. I stayed in that cave until the next morning, before
I would even venture out. You know what I found? One dead troll. He
dove into the cave after me and cracked his skull on the low
ceiling. It killed him instantly. So there I am, standing there, a
Level Four Hunter with the Troll of Blackmore dead at my feet.
Nobody was going to believe this, how could I even explain it? What
was I supposed to do?”

Marcus paused for a moment, but not long enough for
Kile to answer.

“I’ll tell you what I did, I cut off its head and
dragged my trophy back to get my pay, and I’m telling everyone this
story, about how this stupid ass troll kills himself, and no one
believes me. It seems this fable, this tall tale, gets spread ahead
of me. Every place I go, people are congratulating me and
celebrating. I try to tell them, I didn’t do anything, but they got
it in their heads that I killed the troll in single combat with my
bare hands. They’re buying me drinks, they’re buying my meals, the
women are… well, you get the picture.”

“I’m afraid I do.”

“The people don’t want the truth, they want the
fiction. They want to believe there are heroes out there who can do
incredible things, who stand between them and the things in the
wild. Who are we to take that security away from them?”

There was some truth to what Marcus was saying, even
if it didn’t feel right. The civilians didn’t care, how it was
done, only that it was done. The less they knew about the dangers,
the better they could live their lives in simple bliss.

Marcus got up from the booth and leaned on the end
of the table.

“Well kiddo, I still owe you big time, you need me
for anything, you just let me know and I’ll be there. Oh yeah, and
you should probably go see Kane.”

“Why, what for?” she asked.

“What do you think? He has something for you.”

“Oh, thanks.” Kile replied.

Marcus started to leave, but suddenly turned around.
“Oh yeah, I almost forget. I have a message from Captain Jax too.
He said, if I ever saw the red headed Wili again, that he’s sorry
and that you’re more than welcome at the outpost of Moran any time,
but leave the Kelpie at home. I’m assuming that makes sense.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“No problem Wili.” Marcus laughed.

He gave her a sort of two finger salute before
heading over to another table and sitting down among the patrons,
who seemed eager to welcome him. Kile couldn’t help notice, they
were all female. She watched as people lined up to congratulate him
on the capture of the Minotaur. They slapped his back, shook his
hand and bought him drinks. She never dreamt she had anything in
common with the white haired Hunter, but they both struggled with
being the odd one out. Separated, because of their unique Edges,
and yet finally coming to value it as a way of making friends,
although hers were real, she couldn’t say the same of his. In many
ways, he was still isolated.

Leaving the Bird, Kile stepped out into the streets
of Coopervill, which was now starting to fill up with miners coming
down from the hills. A few would be heading home to wives and
families, while most would stop off for a few drinks first. Old
Lester’s was a prime destination, and the bar, which was silent
during the day, was now full of life.

As Kile approached the Guild House, she thought it
might be too late. But the light, which filtered out of the
shuttered windows, suggested Kane never slept. Opening the door to
Local Chapter 42, she stepped inside. Kane was at the reception
window and looked up when she entered.

“I see Marcus found you,” he said in his monotone
voice.

“Yes, sir, he said you had something for me,” she
asked nervously.

If the information about her reckless involvement in
the capture of the Minotaur of Calder Falls reached the Hunter’s
Guild, this could be the end of her career.

“Normally, when a Hunter brings in a bounty, they
don’t have to be tracked down in order to be paid,” Kane said.

“I don’t understand, sir.”

“According to the letter I received from the Guild,
you are responsible for the capture of the Minotaur of Calder
Falls. I don’t mind telling you I found this difficult to believe,
but Marcus verified the account and so the bounty is yours, minus
the Guild’s cut, of course.”

“I don’t really deserve it, sir. You see, my… horse…
had more to do with it than I did,” she tried to explain.

“Then give the bounty to your horse. All I know is,
you have forms to fill out which must be filled and a bounty to pay
off on a class A open script.”

“But sir…”

“Look, child, the Guild is satisfied, you captured
the Minotaur, enough that they authorized me to pay you the bounty.
Marcus is satisfied, you captured the Minotaur, enough that he will
not contend the paying of the bounty, and I really don’t care
enough to bother, so I’m paying you the bounty.”

“So… the Guild isn’t going to… throw me out?” she
asked.

“Throw you out? Why would the Guild do that?”

“Because I was reckless… careless, I didn’t think
they went in for that kind of behavior.”

“Normally, they don’t, but from what I understand,
it wasn’t an act of stupidity, if that is the word you’re looking
for. According to the report, and Marcus’s account of the
situation, you not only brought in the Minotaur of Calder Falls…
alive, but you saved the life of another Hunter, and that is seldom
considered reckless. Now, about the bounty.”

This was not what she anticipated, and more than she
believed possible. She wasn’t going to have the fame attached to
the Minotaur, since Marcus already claimed that, not that she
wanted it anyway. She didn’t join the Hunter’s Guild to become
famous. She did it to help others. She would be happy if nobody
knew who she was. The Minotaur was now the property of the Callor
Province, but the credit within the Guild, and the bounty were
hers. She wasn’t sure what the credit would bring, but the bounty
would go a long way in paying off the Veller farm. It won’t get
Leon completely out of debt, but it will keep the money lenders at
bay for some time until he could get his head above water.

“Sir, would it be possible for me to send the bounty
home?” she asked.

“You wouldn’t be the first,” Kane replied. “But are
you sure you want to send all of it?”

“Well, yes sir, if that’s all right, sir.”

“What do I care? All you have to do is, fill out the
destination and recipient forms, then submit them to the Guild, and
they will make sure the bounty gets to where it's supposed to go,
but I’m not sure you should send all of it.”

“Why not, sir? I can make do with what I have.”

“If it was me, I would sleep on it. The bounty isn’t
going anywhere anytime soon, at least wait until you read this,”
Kane said, handing her a rolled up parchment.

What did he know that she didn’t? She took the
parchment from Kane. It bore the Hunter’s Seal in wax.

“Open it,” He told her.

Breaking the seal, she unrolled the parchment. She
read it, and then read it again, and then a third time just to make
sure she wasn’t mistaken.

“This is a…”

“Letter of Certification,” Kane finished for her.
“You are now a Certified Level Five Hunter, which means the Guild
no longer pays for your room, food or stable fees.”

“I’m Certified… I’m Certified Level Five Hunter,
Kile Veller.” Kile shouted clutching the papers to her chest. “I
did it, I’m certified. I’m Certified Level Five Hunter, Kile
Veller. Thank you, sir, thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, I didn’t do anything,” Kane
replied.

“I’ve got to tell Vesper… I’ve got to tell Grim,”
She shouted, turning to the door.

“Wait… what about the bounty?” Kane called out.

“The bounty? Oh, that's right?”

“Go, tell your friends, the paperwork can wait until
tomorrow, but be here early. I already have assignments backing
up,” Kane told her.

He stepped away from the reception window, mumbling
to himself about rookies as he walked into the back room.

More assignments, hopefully they won’t be as routine
as the last one, Kile thought as she stepped out into the streets
of Coopervill, but then she was a Certified Level Five Hunter
now.
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