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1

 


A fourteen year old Kile Veller stepped off the
carriage into the dusty and rather populated streets of Littenbeck.
It was the first time she had ever been away from home. In fact, it
was the first time she had ever been alone as she stared up at the
tall buildings that seemed to close in around her. The streets were
covered with debris, the smells were stifling, and the sounds were
near deafening.

How could anyone survive in such a place?

She stared at the people pushing past one another
trying to get to wherever it was that they were trying to get to.
Everyone seemed to be in such a hurry. It was as if their paths and
their destinations were more important than the person they had
just pushed aside. There were more people on this street at this
moment than there were in the entire town of Riverport back home,
but even with all these people, she felt so alone.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said as she turned to the
coachman. “Could you help me down with my…?”

There was a loud thud behind her as her pack hit the
road in a small cloud of dust, spilling its meager contents along
the side of the street. She didn’t own very much, so there really
wasn’t that much to fall out.

“Thank you,” she replied as she walked over to
retrieve her pack. “I don’t suppose you know the way to the
Hunter’s entry examination?” she asked, but there was no reply. She
turned around to see the back of the carriage as it disappeared
down the street, quickly swallowed up by the traffic.

“Apparently not,” she mumbled to herself as she bent
to retrieve another article of clothing that had managed to escape
from her pack.

-Watch out!-

Kile looked up just in time to avoid getting struck
by a team of horses, as she threw herself backwards, landing hard
in a most undignified manner. The horse drawn wagon never slowed as
it raced down the street carrying boxes and barrels that bounced
around upon the back, threatening to fall off. The driver, lashing
out at the horses, didn’t even notice her. She sat there for a
while, almost afraid to move as she looked around to see who had
warned her, but the people passing by weren’t even looking in her
direction. They hadn’t noticed, or hadn’t cared. She had only been
in the city for a few minutes, and already she was regretting
it.

“No,” she said to herself, gritting her teeth. “I
came here to be a Hunter and that’s what I’m gonna do.”

Kile got to her feet, dusted off her pants and
grabbed her bother’s old hat. She looked both ways before
proceeding to grab what belongings she could still find scattered
on the street.

Why was everyone in such a rush?

She stuffed an old shirt back into her pack, cinched
it up and slung it over her shoulder. It was like the entire city
was racing to get somewhere and yet nobody was really moving. It
seemed like a pointless existence. Was this the way most people
were? If it was, she had a lot more to learn than she had
previously considered. Riverport was positively motionless compared
to Littenbeck.

She wasn’t getting anywhere just standing around. If
she was to find where they were holding the entry examinations, she
would have to get moving, and one way was as good as another to
someone who didn’t know where they were going. She took a deep
breath and stepped into the river of people. It didn’t take long
before she was swept off her feet, bouncing from one pedestrian to
another, apologizing each time until she managed to find a safe
harbor in the doorway of a clothing shop. Pulling herself in, she
waited a moment to regain her bearings, and looked out at the
people, knowing she would have to try again.

“You lost, young lady?”

Kile turned to see a tall man dressed in the king’s
colors, wearing a silver helm that covered most of his face. The
shine off the helm made it difficult to actually look him in the
eyes, but he sounded pleasant enough, and she could just make out
the fact that he was actually smiling, something she hadn’t seen
much of since leaving the farm. But was he smiling because he was
genuinely happy, or was he smiling because of how foolish she must
have looked?

“I guess I am. I’m not used to this...it’s nothing
like back home.”

“Where’s home?” he inquired.

“Oh, that would be Riverport. Have you ever been
there?” she asked with a hope of forming some connection with the
city, regardless of how small.

The guard thought for a moment, and then reluctantly
shook his head. “Can’t say that I have, it doesn’t sound
familiar.”

Suddenly home felt even further away, not that she
ever looked fondly upon the place.

“No...I wouldn’t think you had,” she said with a
slight shrug. “It’s a rather small town, but then...anything is
small when compared to...this.”

“Too true,” the guard replied, his smile growing
broader. “Littenbeck is one of the largest cities in Aru. Where was
it that you were trying to get to?”

“I’m here for the Hunter’s entry examination,” she
replied, trying to stand a little taller, which was difficult for
her height.

The guard turned slowly as he looked down at her, and
now she could see that all too familiar look forming on his face,
even behind his shining helm. She had seen that look before, and
she was starting to get used to it, even if she didn’t appreciate
it. It was the same look she had gotten back home, the same look
she had gotten from the man at the station, the same look she had
gotten from the coachman, the same look she had gotten from her
father, the look that simply asked “Are you serious?”

She was not typical of a cadet at the Hunter’s
Academy, or even a would-be cadet. For one thing she was not as
tall as kids her own age, almost a head shorter. She was not as
broad, or as heavy, but rather thin, too thin by some people’s
standards. Then there were those that said she was too kind and
gentle to be a Hunter, but she never really understood that
augment. All the Hunters she had ever met had been very kind,
although she had only met one. But above all else it was because
she was a girl. It was not that the Hunter’s Academy was closed to
girls, it was just that there had been so few to ever make it past
the front doors, let alone survive the three years of training and
one year of probation to graduate as a certified Hunter.

She waited for the comments, the jokes, the insults,
the remarks that usually followed such a look, but there were none.
The guard just nodded his head slowly.

“I see,” he replied, but he clearly didn’t. She could
hear it in his voice. He was just trying to be polite. “Well then,
if that is the case, you’ll be wanting to go to the Mystic’s
tower.”

“The mystic’s...tower?”

The guard stepped into the river of people, which
surprisingly parted, flowing each side of him as if he was rocking
in the middle of a river, avoiding him as he stood there pointing
to the northern sky. She followed the direction of his finger and
saw for the first time the dim shadow of a huge tower looming high
over the rooftops of the city. It looked twisted and gnarled, more
like the trunk of an old tree rather than that of a man made
structure.

“There?” she asked, unable to keep the tremble out of
her voice.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” the guard reassured
her. “The Academy holds their testing there every year, ever since
the mystics agreed to aid them in the entry examination.”

“Aide them, how?”

“Can’t really say, I’m not a Hunter.”

It was a foolish question she realized. The Hunter’s
examinations were a secret known only to the Hunters, and the rumor
was that some of them didn’t even recall the examinations, which
she could never really understand, but she had to admit it did add
to the whole mystery of it.

“Well, thank you,” she replied with a polite nod as
she tightened her grip on her pack and stepped back into the river
of people. Now she had a direction to head in.

Kile pushed against the crowd, but the crowd pushed
back, it always appeared to be moving in the opposite direction of
which she was trying to go. Did they know something she didn’t, she
wondered as more and more people kept pushing her aside. Eventually
she was forced to stand against the wall to catch her breath. She
looked up to the northern sky and the dim shadow of the Mystic’s
tower. It didn’t appear to be getting any closer. She turned around
to see the guard still watching her. He didn’t appear to be getting
any further away.

“You appear to be getting nowhere fast,” he laughed
as he slowly approached. “Here, follow me,” he said, and he cut a
swatch through the crowd like the bow of a ship through rough
waters. Kile had to run to keep up with his long strides, but she
was making better time.

“So, why is it that someone like you wants to become
a Hunter?” he asked casually, not even looking back to see if she
was still there.

What did he mean by someone like her? Why couldn’t he
just ask why she wanted to be a Hunter? That was a fair enough
question. Why did he feel he had to single her out? She was about
to comment on this, but though better of it. He was helping her out
after all, and that was more than anyone else she met had done for
her.

“It’s really something I always wanted to do, ever
since I first met Erin Silvia.”

“Silvia?”

“Have you heard of her?”

“Young lady, there isn’t a soul in Littenbeck who
hasn’t heard of the Lady Hunter Silvia. You say you met her?”

“It was a couple of years ago, back home in
Riverport.”

“Is that who’s sponsoring you?”

“Sponsoring?” she asked as she stopped in her tracks.
He must have realized now he was no longer being followed. As he
turned to face her, the people moved around them as if they were
just another obstacle to avoid in the streets. They didn’t even
appear to be paying any attention to them.

“Well, yeah, all Hunters need a sponsor in order to
take the examinations. Someone of influence that says you’d be a
good cadet. It’s in order to keep the number of entries down to a
bare minimum, otherwise every kid that turns fourteen would be
flocking to the front doors of the Academy trying to get in. Surely
you knew that?”

“Well, no, not really. I...don’t think I have a
sponsor.”

“Oh!” he exclaimed, and there was a genuine look of
pity on his face. “I’m sorry to hear that. They won’t let you take
the exam unless you’re on the list, and you only get on the list if
someone sponsors you.”

The young guard turned and started walking. Kile
reluctantly fell into step behind him.

This was news to her, nobody told her. She had come
all this way to take the examinations and now she wasn’t even going
to be allowed in. They weren’t even going to give her a chance. Did
her father know? It would probably delight him to no end if she
came home defeated before she even began.

“Well, this is it,” the guard said as he stood to one
side, snapping Kile back to reality.

The first thing that she noticed when she looked up
was the surprising lack of people. She had gone from the crowds of
the city to a place that appeared abandoned. She turned her gaze up
to the dark tower looming high above her and she knew why. If she
had her choice she would be anywhere but here.

The tower just radiated a kind of power that made her
feel ill at ease. She was never comfortable around those of the
mystic arts, not since that traveling showman came to town with his
little bag of tricks. It made her uneasy. It was unnatural. Magic
was like cheating nature, like getting into a house through an open
window instead of using the door. It just wasn’t the right way to
do things. And what was it with mystics and black towers anyway?
Did they own rights in the black stone quarries?

She looked up at the tower, following it to its
summit high above the ground. It was an enormous structure that
didn’t appear to have any true reasoning behind it. Like the mystic
arts themselves, the structure was a contradiction of nature. It
twisted and curved more for whim than practicality. There were
windows scattered about carelessly, entire rooms that appeared to
grow off the sides, gargoyles protruding from every surface,
strange effigies and relief carvings in every dark corner, and she
would swear that there was a door some thirty feet up the side of
the wall that lead out to nowhere. Around the base were smaller
buildings, stretching out from the center of the tower like the
roots of an old tree. It was here that the guard drew her
attention.

On one of these black roots was a large wooden door
that stood open. The face of an oni was mounted over the threshold,
and he looked down upon the entrance and anyone foolish enough to
enter.

“You have to go in there...that is...if you still
want to go,” the guard informed her. Kile noticed he didn’t get any
closer than the outer ring of the courtyard; in fact, he never even
set foot upon the black stone of the courtyard.

“Thank you...for everything,” she replied, trying to
sound as calm and as brave as possible, even though her heart was
beating hard in her chest. The way the guard was looking at her,
she was sure he could hear it. If it wasn’t for the fact that he
was standing right there, she would have probably run in the
opposite direction, but then she would just be proving everyone was
right all along, that girls could never become Hunters.

Kile situated her brother’s old hat upon her head,
pulling it down to just above her eyes. She gripped the strap of
her pack tightly and stepped on the first black stone of the
courtyard. She wasn’t sure what to expect as she closed her eyes
and tensed up, and then felt rather foolish when nothing
happened.

“Everything alright?” the guard asked, looking at her
strangely.

“Uh...yeah...everything’s fine.”

“You’re still going?” he asked. “Even without a
sponsor, they’ll never let you in.”

“I don’t have much of a choice,” she said as she
looked back towards the door and the grinning oni that now appeared
to be laughing at her. “I have to try.”

It’s not like she had anyplace else to go.

“What’s your name kid?”

“Kile...Kile Veller.”

“Kile Veller. I’ll remember that. I have a feeling it
will be up there with the name Silvia someday,” The guard replied
with a smile.

She wasn’t sure if he was mocking her, or trying to
give her courage, but the idea of the Veller name being known by
every soul in Littenbeck was a little overwhelming, and even harder
to believe. But it did give her the confidence she needed to take
the next couple of steps. She thought to ask the guard for his
name, as it seemed the polite thing to do, but when she turned back
he was gone.

“That was quick,” she said to herself as she strained
her neck to look back down the street. There was no sign of him.
She had started to wonder if he was ever there at all, but she
didn’t have the time, nor the energy to ponder that as she turned
to face what she hoped was her future.

The courtyard stone was surprisingly smooth and
looked like a black sheet of glass that reflected her face back at
her, along with the tower framed in the night sky. The moon was
bright and the stars were shining like small flickering candle
lights just below the surface of the stone. The only problem was
that it hadn’t even gone past noon yet, and the sun was still up.
Magic isn’t natural she said to herself as she pulled her gaze away
from the courtyard stone and turned it towards the door, but that
wasn’t any better.

The closer she got, the more the oni smiled, looking
down on her with that self righteous grin. She could see her
father’s face in his features, his nose, how it turned down, and
his pointy chin and narrow eyes. He even bore that same surly look.
The one that told her she was going to fail, the one that asked why
even try. There was no way she would ever become a Hunter, there
was no way they would ever let her into the Academy. The Hunters
would never accept the likes of her. It was the same look that her
father had given her almost every day of her life, the look of
disappointment. Useless. The word echoed in her head, filling her
with shame each time he said it. Useless. She stood under the
doorway and stared at the oni. How easy it would be just to turn
around and go home, to live the life that her father had planned
for her.

“I’m not useless,” she told the grinning face as she
stood up straight.

She defied the oni and stepped through the threshold,
into the darkness beyond, and it was dark. It was unnaturally dark,
and the hallway was narrow and damp, pretty much what she had come
to expect from viewing the exterior of the tower. She was forced to
feel her way through the twists and turns, keeping one hand on the
wall, slowly putting one foot before the other so as not to trip on
something unseen in the gloom. She was positive that even if she
had a lantern to light her way, it wouldn’t improve the situation.
It might even make it worse. This had to be more of the mystic
arts. Only through the use of the arts could darkness be so
perfect. She hated the mystic arts.

As she continued through the darkness, she was
beginning to think that maybe the guard had led her to the wrong
place. Was it an accident, or was it done deliberately? Could it be
a trap, could someone be waiting for her somewhere in the darkness,
ready to grab her, maybe hold her for ransom? She had heard of such
things happening to naive individuals who visited the large cities.
The idea should have made her laugh, but she wasn’t laughing. Her
family were farmers, if you could call the land back home a farm.
It was more dust than dirt. No, they wouldn’t hold her for ransom,
she wasn’t worth anything.

She preceded a litter farther into the darkness, and
doubt seemed to close in on her. Could this be her father’s doing?
Was this another way to keep her from becoming a Hunter? Did he
have this whole thing planned from the start so that she wouldn’t
arrive at the exams on time? She could turn around now, she should
turn around now, she might even be able to find her way back to the
entrance, this had to be the wrong place, this couldn’t be where
they were holding the examinations. She was foolish to even come
here, foolish to even try. Her father had been right from the very
beginning. She was useless. What would the Hunters want with her?
She could never become a Hunter, she wasn’t good enough, she wasn’t
strong enough, she wasn’t smart enough, and she was useless. She
should give up, go home, and marry that little troll of a boy that
lived next door like her father had told her to do in the first
place.

The darkness became thicker, like thick black strands
of molasses holding her back, and every step she took was a
struggle against some unseen force. It was whispering to her,
telling her to go back, that home was where she belonged, not here,
not among the worthy. They didn’t want her, they would never want
her, she was useless.

This wasn’t right. What was happening to her? Why was
she suddenly filled with so much doubt and self loathing? She
forced herself to face the darkness. She had come this far, she
couldn’t turn back now. She just had to take one more step.

The path was suddenly lit by the flicking light of
torches lining the walls before her. The heavy feeling of the
darkness had passed, and she wasn’t quite sure what had just
happened, why she felt what she had felt, but it was gone now. She
could feel the dread, the doubts and the fears slowly drain from
her heart and soul. The torches may not have chased all the shadows
away, but those that remained were real, and those she could deal
with.

It also appeared that the lights had chased away her
belongings. She no longer had her pack over her shoulder or for
that matter the hat on her head. She was sure she had a firm grip
on it, but it was gone. Her first thought was that somehow she must
have dropped it back in the tunnel where whatever was happening to
her had happened. That pack had everything she ever owned it in,
and although it wasn’t much, it was still valuable to her. Her only
choice now would be to go back into the darkness and look for it.
As she turned she was surprised to see the entrance of the door
leading outside. She couldn’t have traveled more than three feet
total into the tower, and yet she felt as if she had been walking
for hours. She knew she didn’t drop it in the courtyard, and if she
walked back through that door, back past the grinning oni, would
she have the courage to return? Her only choice now was to go
forward.

Kile moved slowly down the lit corridor. If that had
been part of the examination, it was something far beyond what she
had anticipated. She was thinking more along the lines of a written
test, maybe some calisthenics to prove fitness, something in the
way of the mundane. It had never occurred to her that the Hunter’s
Academy would employ the aid of mystics. Now she wasn’t sure what
to expect. She continued forward until she was standing in the
entrance of a large room. It was difficult to gauge the size, due
to the lack of lighting, but she could feel the emptiness and the
grandeur of the place. High in the ceiling a glowing orb produced
the only source of light, and even that was confined to a single
shaft that illuminated a small circle upon the floor. As she
stepped into the room she suddenly became aware that she was not
alone. On the far side, against the wall, a man sat behind a large
oak desk, filled with stacks of books, piles of scrolls and the odd
sheet of paper. She was sure neither he nor the desk was there
before she had entered, but where else would they have come from?
There did not appear to be any other way into or out of the room
other than the way she had come in, and surely she would have
noticed a man pushing a desk past her.

She could just make out the paleness of his hands as
they hovered over an open book. The rest of him was little more
than a silhouette in the dark, wrapped in his black robes sitting
against the wall. He didn’t look up as she entered but just waved
for her to come closer.

“Step forward...into the light.”

His voice filled the room, but it wasn’t a loud
booming voice, it was rather soft and calm. It didn’t sound as if
it came from him, but from everywhere at once. Kile did as she was
told and walked slowly across the room. She hesitated for a moment
before actually stepping into the circle of light, but when she did
a sudden feeling of warmth came over her. It wasn’t so much from
the light itself, but from within. She felt completely isolated
from the coldness of her surroundings. There was a strong feeling
of safety that she had never felt before. It was as if the light
was burning off those last lingering doubts from the ordeal in the
darkness. The man behind the desk said nothing as his finger moved
slowly down the pages of the open book.

“Your name?” he finally asked.

“Kile Veller,” she replied in what she thought was a
positive, strong voice. Unfortunately, it came out as little more
than a dry squeak. This time the man did look up, but she couldn’t
make out much of his face. He was wearing one of those robes that
all mystics seem to enjoy wearing, the ones with the hoods that are
pulled down over the head, obscuring any facial details.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Veller...Kile Veller,” she replied again.

“Veller?” he repeated the name over and over, each
time sounding more and more confused as his finger slid down the
pages of the open book. “Who is sponsoring you?” he asked.

Now what? She could try to lie but if her name wasn’t
in the book it wasn’t in the book, and how far could a lie get her?
She could use Erin Silvia’s name, but she feared that would do more
harm than good. It would be a poor start on her path to becoming a
Hunter.

“I don’t think I have a…”

“Oh, here it is. Kile Veller...fool put it in the
wrong column again, that’s what you get for hiring a teenager.”

Kile stood in silence, staring at the man who was now
scratching something in the book with a large quill pen. A door on
his right, that she would have sworn wasn’t there before, slowly
swung opened and a shaft of pale blue light entered the room,
created a path from the lit circle to the open door.

“You may enter the next stage of the examination,”
the man said with a wave of his hand that clearly said she was
being dismissed.

“Seriously?” She heard herself say.

“I beg your pardon?” The robed man asked, looking up
one more time.

“Um...nothing, thank you,” she replied and quickly
made for the door.

“Good luck,” she heard the mystic say as the door
swung closed behind her. She suddenly remembered her belongings and
quickly turned to ask the mystic about them, but found herself
staring at a solid stone wall.

She really hated the mystic arts.

The hallway was empty, except for a light at the far
end, and seeing that there were no other doors or any other
directions she could have gone in, she headed towards the
light.

Kile stepped into a room that was even larger than
the last, well lit and full of people, all of them about her age.
These must be the rest of the hopefuls taking the examination she
reasoned. Some of the other kids turned to see who had entered, but
that was about as much interest as they gave her. There were a few
groups of two or three standing off to the sides and talking in
hushed whispers, but most stood alone. They were staring at the
walls, the floor, even the ceiling, anything to keep from looking
at each other. If Kile wasn’t so nervous she would have found some
humor in it.

It was the table on the far side of the room that
caught her attention. It was filled with an assortment of fruits
and cakes along with pitchers of what she hoped were something to
drink. She wasn’t really hungry, she was still too nervous to be
hungry, but her mouth was dry and she could use something to
satisfy her thirst. As she walked among the other kids, they
appeared to go out of their way to avoid making any kind of eye
contact with her. It seemed a bit odd, but at the moment she didn’t
really care as she reached the table. She had just picked up one of
the pitchers of what looked to be a type of juice when the sound of
laughter caught her attention. It seemed so out of place in such a
tense atmosphere, but it wasn’t a laughter of mirth, rather it was
a laughter of spite.

She quickly looked around the room, and it didn’t
take her long to find the source of the commotion. A dark,
greasy-haired teen, older than the average age of the room, was
picking on a much smaller boy, someone even smaller than Kile if
that were possible. She could tell from where she was standing that
the greasy-haired teen had taken something from the other, and was
refusing to give it back. There were even two other boys standing
off to one side laughing as they egged the greasy-haired boy on.
One was a rather round child with a haircut that looks as if it had
come off the end of a mop, the other was a tall, thin kid with a
long neck and sharp nose who stooped were he stood. It wasn’t so
much the idea of an older boy picking on a younger boy that
surprised her; that was to be expected. There were bullies on every
playground. What really annoyed her was how everyone else in the
room was looking in the opposite direction, as if nothing was
happening. It wasn’t as if you couldn’t see what was going on, but
these wannabe Hunters were acting as if it was perfectly normal. A
Hunter’s primary responsibility is to serve and protect the people,
and yet no one in the room was getting involved. Surely this was
too stupid to be another test.

She looked around the table for something useful. She
couldn’t just walk over there and pick a fight with three boys,
especially when one of the kids was three times her weight and
twice her height. The outcome of that scenario was something she
would rather avoid, not to mention the fact that it was probably
not the smartest thing to do during the examinations. She found the
answer in the form of a fruit bowl, or more accurately, the fruit
within the bowl. It was a taka fruit, a small citrus like fruit,
similar to a lemon and quite rare in the Northern Province, but she
wasn’t really surprised to see it here. By the look of the table,
they had fruit from almost every province in Aru.

Her brother Leon would often accompany their father
into town on trade business, and when he could, and the season was
right, he would purchase a few of the taka fruit from Old Fen’s
shop when their father wasn’t looking. They would sneak down to the
river away from watchful eyes to eat the fruit, and it was there
that Kile learned that there was a right way and a wrong way to eat
taka fruit and Leon had taught her both.

She quickly selected a good one, like her brother had
showed her, but all the fruit in the bowl appeared to be of
excellent quality, which again didn’t surprise her. With fruit in
hand, along with one of the white silk napkins that lay on the
corner of the table, she walked across the room, acting like all of
the other kids, and pretended not to see what was going on in front
of her. As she got closer, she managed to walk between the
greasy-haired boy and his younger victim.

“Hey, what the hell is your problem?” the older boy
demanded as Kile deliberately bumped into him. She turned and
stared at him wide eyed as if seeing him for the first time.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she replied, giving him a confused
smiled and a dazed looked, which appeared to work as he took a few
steps back. It was clear that she had unnerved him. At first he
wasn’t sure what to do, and like most bullies would have probably
walked away from the situation if it wasn’t for his little fan club
waiting to see what he would do next, or at least half of his fan
club, as the thin kid with the long neck and the sharp nose took
himself out of the confrontation by turning around and facing the
other direction as if he had no involvement in the situation
whatsoever. The round boy with the mop hair just stood there with
an equally confused look and gave a shrug to the dark greasy-haired
teen.

“I asked you what’s your…”

“Want one?” Kile asked, cutting him off in mid tirade
and holding the taka fruit up to his face. She continued to stare
at him with her eyes opened as wide as she could. It was the
confused, clueless child bit she used to perform for her brother
whenever she wanted to make him laugh, but her brother was used to
it. This kid was not.

“Hey man, I don’t think that chicks all there,” the
round kid with the mop hair remarked. Kile quickly turned to him
with the same dazed look she had given the greasy-haired boy, and
held up the fruit again.

“You want some?” she asked as pleasantly as she
could, she wasn’t trying to be rude. The boy quickly backed up,
nearly falling over his own feet in the process.

“Look...kid,” the greasy-haired boy replied, poking
her in the shoulder so that she would turn around and face him.
“Why don’t you just run along, this has nothing to do with…”

“They’re really good,” she remarked, cutting him off
once again. She could tell it was making him angrier, but that was
half the plan. Too bad she didn’t really think through the other
half.

“I don’t care,” he said in a harsh whisper as he
knocked her hand aside. Clearly he wanted to shout at her, probably
even more than that, but he didn’t want to bring too much attention
to himself, at least not that kind of attention. He leaned in
closer so that his face was only about a foot from hers, which was
close enough.

“If you know what’s good for you, you better get the
hell…”

“Are you sure you don’t want one?” she asked, “There
really is quite a few over there, I haven’t seen that much taka
fruit since my...well…no...wait, I’ve never seen that much taka
fruit...well…it doesn’t’ really matter, does it? It’s not like I
could eat them all, although it would be interesting to try...I
really have a fondness for them you know…do you think you could get
sick on taka fruit? Well, I suppose you could get sick on just
about anything if you ate a lot of it.”

“Is she for real?” the older boy asked the round kid
with the mop hair, who just shrugged in response.

Kile turned the fruit over in her hand like her
brother had showed her and then bit into it as hard as she could.
The strange thing about the taka fruit is that the juices collect
on one end after it sits for a while and is evident by the coloring
of the peel. If you bite into the darker side of the fruit you can
drink the juice, but Kile bit into the lighter side.

It happened instantly, the taka fruit exploded. The
peel split on the opposite side of the fruit and the juices
squirted out, directly into the face of the greasy-haired teen who
cursed rather loudly and stumbled backwards. By now everybody in
the room turned to take notice.

“Oh...I am so...sorry,” Kile said, pulling out the
white silk napkin. “Here, let me help you.”

She reached up with the napkin in one hand, while
still squeezing the taka fruit with the other. It was a clumsy
attempt to render aid, and at this point the boy wasn’t sure what
was happening since he couldn’t see very well.

“Just get away from me will you!” he shouted, pushing
her back.

“No, really I’m sorry, just let me help. I keep
forgetting which side to start on. They are a dangerous fruit after
all.”

“Stop, you’re getting it everywhere you idiot!”

“Oh, I am so...so sorry. Here…” she said, turning
around as if looking for a place to set the fruit down, finding
none she grabbed the round boy’s wrist, opened his hand and slapped
the soggy taka fruit into it as hard as she could. The round boy
just stood there too stunned to do anything else. She turned her
attention back to the teen with napkin in hand.

“Just get off me!” The greasy-haired boy shouted,
pushing her harder. She stumbled, but maintained her balance.

“See if I ever help you again,” she huffed as she
turned around, pushing the smaller kid in front of her, directing
him away from the other two.

The greasy-haired teen managed to wipe most of the
juice from his eyes and noticed that he had quickly become the
center of unwanted attention.

“This isn’t over,” he hissed, then turned and pushed
the round kid out of his way as he stormed off, trying to wipe off
the last of the sticky juice.

“Moron,” Kile mumbled under her breath when she was
sure he was out of range. She reached into her pocket and pulled
out what appeared to be a small golden leaf shaped pendant on a
thin chain that had been recently broken. “Is this yours?” she
asked the younger boy hopefully. That would have gone very badly if
she had only managed to steal it from the greasy-haired kid.

“Yes...thank you...but, how?” he asked as he
carefully took the pendant back. There was a definite note of
relief in his voice as he cradled it in his hands. “He’s not going
to be too happy with you.”

“Yeah, well, one more thing I have to worry about in
this exam,” Kile replied.

“Oh, he won’t do anything, not yet anyway.”

“What do you mean?” Kile asked, still watching the
older boy push his way across the room. She had taken an instant
dislike to him, and that was something unusual for Kile. She had
always tried to see the good in people, but for some reason there
just didn’t seem to be any good in that boy.

“That’s Eric. Rumor is this is his third attempt to
get into the Academy. He knows if he tries anything during the
exams, he’s out and probably for good this time.”

“Isn’t stealing the same thing as trying
something?”

“Well, technically no, at least not here anyway,” the
small boy replied indicating the room they were in.

“Did you say it was his third attempt?”

“Yep, he’s failed the exam twice before.”

She knew that he was older, that was obvious, but she
had just figured he had a late start.

“I didn’t know you could take the exam more than
once.”

“Well, normally you can’t, not really. They say his
father sponsored him. He’s Lord Rimes of the Callor Province. I
guess if you have that much pull you can do just about anything,”
the boy remarked rather quickly. He slipped the small golden
pendant into his pocket and extended his hand. “Hi, I’m Alex, by
the way. Alex Bartlow, of the town of Procton.”

“Kile Veller...of the town of Riverport,” Kile
replied, taking the boy's hand. At least there was one friendly
person in this place.

“Hey Alex, you alright?” a tall blonde haired boy
called out as he quickly moved across the room. “I just saw Eric
walking away in a real huff. What did you do this time to tick him
off?”

The new boy was taller than Kile, but then most of
the boys in the room were. He had long blond hair that he wore
pulled back into a pony tail, dark brown eyes and a slightly
crooked nose. He smiled nervously at Kile, and Alex just rolled his
eyes.

“Yeah, I’m all right. It’s not me he’s mad at...this
time,” Alex replied. “Kile, this is Daniel Leary. Danny, this is
Kile Veller.”

“Oh...uh…nice to meet you,” Daniel replied as he
wiped his hand on his pants before extended it to Kile, who smiled
as she shook it.

“You two know each other?” she asked, looking from
Daniel to Alex. She didn’t know anybody here and felt like the odd
person out in more ways than one.

“Yeah, we’re all from Procton. Me, Daniel here, even
Carter over there,” Alex said as he shot a thumb over his shoulder,
indicated another boy standing some distance away. He turned to
look in their direction, probably when he heard his name
mentioned.

Now he was more of what Kile had expected a cadet at
the Academy to look like. Good height, strong build with short
brown hair and stern dark eyes. He looked over at the three of
them, fixed his gaze on Kile for a moment before quickly turning
away.

“I don’t think he likes me much,” she replied. “What
is it with all these people, did I do something wrong? Am I not
wearing the right clothes or something?”

“Well...no, not exactly,” Alex said, stifling a
laugh. He seemed like a good natured boy, even if he spoke rather
quickly.

“It’s not that you did anything wrong, it just...who
you are, is...wrong,” Daniel added with a slight shrug.

“I don’t understand.”

“Well, basically, you’re a jinx,” Alex blurted out,
which earned him a slap on the back of the head from Daniel.

“What...how?” Kile asked.

“Not a jinx, not exactly, more like...bad news,”
Daniel amended.

“Oh, that makes me feel a lot better,” she replied.
Being referred to as bad news wasn’t all that much better than
being called a jinx in her book.

“Maybe that’s not exactly true,” Daniel said.

“Oh, you think?”

“It’s because you’re a girl,” Alex replied.

“That’s only half of it, but it’s a big part of it,”
Daniel added

She knew it was going to be difficult, but she didn’t
realize how difficult.

“The thing is, we’re being watched, everything we do
and say is being studied,” Daniel replied. “Nobody here thinks
you’re going to get through the examination so nobody wants to be
seen talking to you. They feel that it will look bad for them if
they’re discovered talking to someone who...failed.”

“Guilt by association,” Alex added.

“Yeah, Carter really wants to become a Hunter so he
won’t do anything to risk his chances. He’s a good guy, but
kinda...superstitious.”

“Great, that makes me feel a lot better,” Kile
replied. Not only had she been labeled a bad news jinx, but they
had already determined that she was going to fail the exam. What
other parts of her life had they already figured out for her? It
would be nice if someone could tell her, then she wouldn’t have to
be surprised in the future.

“Wait a moment,” she said, looking from one to the
other. “If I’m such bad news...why are you guys talking to me? If
I’m such a jinx, aren’t you guys afraid to be associated with me?
My failure could rub off.”

“Not really,” Daniel replied with a shrug. “I’m not
all that interested in becoming a Hunter.”

Well, that wasn’t the answer she had expected. She
gave Daniel a second look. It was true that he looked as out of
place here as she did. Well, maybe not that out of place, but she
wanted to be here. Why would anybody put themselves through this if
they didn’t want to become a Hunter?

“Danny’s really gifted,” Alex replied as if reading
Kile’s mind. “He’s influenced by the sphere of water in the art of
healing. I’ve seen it.”

“Sphere of...water?”

“Yeah, Daniel is a natural healer. He works with
Quigley back home, but he can’t really learn much more from him.
There are only two places where you can really hone your mystic
skills. One is, of course, the mystic tower; the other is the
Hunter’s Academy. It’s nearly impossible to get into the tower with
only one sphere of influence, so the only place he can learn to
control his art is at the Academy.”

“Even if I don’t get in, if I can get noticed by the
mystics, they may teach me anyway.”

“What do you mean by...spheres of influence?”

Alex looked at Daniel, and Daniel returned the look.
There was something in that look, and Kile wasn’t sure if she
really wanted to know what it was. She suddenly felt stupid and
didn’t know why. There was so much about the examinations that she
just didn’t know. It wasn’t for lack of trying, but information was
so scarce back in Riverport, and no one took her seriously enough
to try to explain anything. She had come into this blind.

“You don’t know about the spheres of influence?” Alex
asked, as if it was such an obvious topic that every child born
would have been taught it, but Kile had never heard of them. She
knew very little about the mystic arts, only enough to know that
she didn’t really trust them.

“Well, simply put,” Daniel started, and Kile knew
this was going to get complicated. “All of the mystic arts can be
divided into the four basic elemental spheres of earth, fire, wind,
and water. I’m influenced by the sphere of water, which give me
skills in the art of healing. Alex is influenced by the sphere of
wind, which gives him the ability to create illusions, just like
Carter over there.”

“Yeah, but mine are better,” Alex added, and no
sooner had he said it, a small dog appeared in the boy’s hand. It
couldn’t have been more than a couple of inches long, and if it
wasn’t for the fact that it was semi transparent, Kile could see
where someone could mistake it for being real. He quickly closed
his hand and the dog was gone.

“What about Eric?” Kile asked. Surely not everyone
here had skills in the mystic arts.

“Fire,” Daniel replied almost instantly.

“You sure?” Alex asked.

“Yeah...well, I think so. I saw him light a lantern
once. Of course that was some time ago, and I could be
mistaken.”

“So does everyone have some form of mystic arts?”
Kile asked, although she really didn’t want to know the answer. It
was just one more thing that would keep her from her goal of
becoming a Hunter.

“Not everyone, if by everyone you mean the entire
kingdom. Sure, everyone is influenced by at least one sphere, but
not everyone can manipulate that sphere. Only a real select few,
but in order to become a Hunter you need some knowledge of the
mystic arts. They call it the Hunter’s Edge. It’s that one thing
that separates the Hunter from...say...a common mercenary. It’s the
thing that gives him his advantage.”

“And every Hunter has one?” Kile asked. “Has there
ever been a Hunter without an Edge? What about Erin Silvia, does
she have an Edge?”

“Of course she does, she’s a Hunter.”

“What Edge does she have?”

“Nobody knows that,” Alex replied with a look that
clearly defined Kile as being as stupid as she felt.

“What Alex means is that Hunters don’t tell anybody
about their Edge, not even other Hunters,” Daniel replied. “They
say that the only two people who will know a Hunter’s Edge is the
Hunter and the mystic that trains them in it.”

One more thing, Kile thought, this was one more
obstacle that had to be overcome. Could she fake it? Would they
know? If nobody but the mystic and the Hunter knew what your Edge
was, could she get by without one? The only problem with that
little scenario was that she would have to convince the mystic to
lie for her, and somehow she didn’t think that would be
possible.

“It’s okay if you don’t know it,” Daniel replied,
obviously seeing the concern in her face. “Not everyone knows what
their sphere is, not until they’re tested.”

“But you guys know.”

“Well, yeah, but we have a mystic back in our town
that tests all the kids when they turn two. He can tell if they
have any real talent and what sphere of influence they fall under
if they do.”

“Yeah, but by now she should know if she has any
talent. Otherwise, what’s the use in taking the exams?” Alex
asked.

Before Kile could reply, the doors on the far side of
the room opened slowly with a loud grinding sound that silenced
what little talk there was in the room. Each of the cadets turned
and stared into the darkness beyond the open door, wondering what
the next stage of the exam would be.

As she watched, she could just make out the shape of
a man. The shadows appeared to swirl around him, cloaking him in
darkness. It picked up dust from the floor, which outlined the very
edges of his robes giving him definition and form. It was as if the
room was sketching him into existence. When the artwork was done,
the dark robed mystic hung over the threshold for a moment, then
stepped down into the room and raised his arms.

“Enter,” was all that he said, and then he was gone,
the dust falling to the floor, the shadow slipped back into the
darkness, and the man was no more.

Kile hated the mystic arts.

She followed Alex, Daniel and the other boys into the
next room, but as she stepped over the threshold she lost sight of
them, lost sight of everyone as she stood alone in the center of a
small square room with a single desk and another mystic. This one
was draped in purple robes. There was a large book open before him,
along with an inkwell and an assortment of quill pens. He slowly
picked one up, dipped it into one of the wells, and began to
write.

“What just happened?” Kile asked, looking around the
room. There wasn’t a door behind her, so she couldn’t have come in
that way. Then she realized that there wasn’t a door on any of the
four walls. There was no physical way in or out the room. Had she
failed the exam already? Did they find out she wasn’t sponsored or
that she didn’t have a sphere of...whatever it was? There were so
many things that could go wrong. It was just a matter of time.

“Name please.”

“Where am I? Is this still the exam?”

“That's not really your name...is it?” The mystic
asked without looking up, his pen poised over the blank page of the
book.

“Sorry...it’s Kile, Kile Veller.”

“How old are you Miss Kile Veller?”

“Fourteen.”

“Date of birth?”

“The nineteenth of January.”

“How tall are you?”

“Pardon?”

“Tall...as in how far is the top of your head from
the bottom of your feet.”

“Oh...I guess five and three.”

He didn’t so much as write down what she said, as his
hand just moved across the page and the words formed, not words
that she recognized, but words nevertheless.

“Eye color?” he asked.

“I don’t know...green I guess.”

“Aren’t you sure?”

“Well, yeah, I’m sure...don’t you know?” she replied
as a note of annoyance crept into her voice.

“They’re not my eyes,” the mystic replied.

“Yeah, but...you can tell by looking.”

“Not really,” he said as he lifted his head, and she
saw for the first time that his eyes were wrapped in a purple
bandage that matched his robes.

“Oh...I’m...I’m sorry...I...I didn’t know.”

“There is nothing to be sorry about; you did not take
my sight...that was my doing.”

“Yeah, but I was...well, kinda rude.”

“No, you were being young, and youth lacks the wisdom
to be rude. What is your hair color?”

“What...oh, it’s red...or kind of reddish brown.”

“I believe it is referred to as...auburn”

“Really?”

“That is what I understand. I can at least put down
that you are female, since I do not need to see you to know that.
Now, where do you come from?”

“Riverport.”

“What province is that in?”

“Province...I think it’s the Shai province.”

“Yes, I believe that to be correct at the
moment.”

It was not uncommon for someone to not know what
province that they came from, since it was something that could
quite literally change overnight without the inhabitance of a town
knowing about it.

“Immediate family?” The mystic asked.

“Yes.”

“Obviously, please elaborate.”

“Oh, Sorry.”

“There is still no need to apologize.”

“Oh yeah, sorry...I mean I’m...Father, mother and one
brother.”

“Father’s name?”

“Harold Veller.”

“Mother’s name?”

“Beth Veller.”

“Brother’s name?”

“Leon Veller”

“My name?”

“W-what?”

“Just seeing if you were paying attention. You will
be taking the written part of the examination next. You will exit
through the door on your right, you will take a seat. Once everyone
is seated the exam will begin. Do you have any questions?”

“Well...yeah, what written examination? What’s it
about?”

“Please proceed to the next room,” the mystic replied
as he directed her to the door that suddenly appeared on her
right.

“You asked if I had any question.”

“And it is obvious you do, but I did not say I had
any answers.”

“Funny...very funny,” she mumbled as she turned to
the door. She was beginning to wonder if it wasn’t so much the
mystic arts she disliked as it was the mystics.
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When Kile stepped into the room, she was grateful to
see the rest of the cadets. They all look as dazed and as confused
as she felt. She could only assume that they must have gone through
their own little interrogations with their own little purple
mystics, or in this place it could have been the same purple
mystic. What did she know?

The room was laid out like a normal classroom or as
normal as this place could get, with rows of desk, rows of chairs,
and a sort of raised platform in the front of the instructor to
stand on. As with all the rooms in the tower, there was nothing on
the walls. It was obvious that mystics didn’t go in for decoration
and therefore must lead a rather simple and boring life. That would
explain why most of them don’t appear to be all there, she thought
as she looked around for a place to sit.

“Kile, over here.”

She saw Alex pointing at an empty desk beside his
own, and she was all too happy to sit next to somebody who didn’t
think she was a jinx. As she took her seat she noticed Eric on the
far side of the room. He didn’t seem to notice her, or was just
ignoring her. Either way, as long as he stayed over there, she had
nothing to worry about. Daniel was sitting on the other side of
Alex and on the other side of Daniel was Carter.

“So, you made it,” Alex remarked as Kile sat
down.

“Made it? Was that part of the exam too?”

“No, not really. That was just information gathering,
nothing all that important.”

“How do you know?”

“Mystics that wear the purple robes are historians.
They observe history as it happens. They write it all down and
force kids like us to read about it in school.”

“Well, I don’t know how good an observer mine was. He
was blind.”

“They all are.”

“Are you serious?”

“All the historians are blind, that way they can’t be
influenced by what they see.”

Kile wasn’t sure if she was ready to follow that line
of reasoning, but she didn’t have to think about it for long, as
the door in the back of the classroom opened. The silence was
disturbed by the scrapping of chairs on stone as the class turned
as one to see who had entered.

It was the first man Kile had seen since she had
arrived at the tower who was not wrapped in the robes of the
mystics. Instead, he was dressed in a dark green tunic, brown
pants, and a gray wool coat. He wore high leather boots that ended
just below his knees, and a wide leather belt with a bronze buckle.
He was a tall man, rather thin with a good natured face. He had
short black hair, a neatly trimmed beard and silver blue eyes, the
color of which were disturbingly familiar, although she couldn’t
exactly remember from where.

He looked around the room once, smiled, and preceded
up to the raised platform. His movements were so fluid that Kile
was sure his feet never touched the floor, and the cadets turned
with him as he passed. There was something very strange about this
individual but Kile couldn’t put her finger on it. Before he even
reached the platform, the door opened again, and again the class
turned as one to see who else had entered.

The second man wasn’t so good natured. He was a
large, broad man with a flat topped haircut, dressed in brigand
leather and sporting a long sword at his side. His face looked more
weather beaten and harder than the armor he wore. He looked around
the room, focusing on each individual face as if burning them into
his memory. Each boy he looked at could only hold his stare for a
few moments before having to look away. When his eyes fixed on Kile
there was a change, ever so subtle, but it was there. He didn’t
like her; he didn’t want her there and at that moment Kile didn’t
want to be there.

He moved along the back wall of the room, almost as
if he was trying to blend into the shadows. His eyes never left the
cadets. He was like a cat stalking a mouse, just waiting for it to
make a move so he could jump. He stopped in the corner, turned to
the man on the platform, folded his rather large arms over his
chest and stood in silence. Kile was finding it hard to concentrate
with him standing there.

The door opened for a third time and again everyone
turned to see who was joining them, and this time Kile was
surprised to see who it was.

Her short black hair, her bright green eyes, and the
way she walked, the way she moved, the way she smiled, Kile
remembered it all. Erin Silvia had just entered the room. She moved
with a subtle grace as she approached the man on the raised
platform. The boys were nearly falling out of their chairs as their
eyes followed her every step. She glanced around the room casually,
looking at each of them in turn, and when her eyes fell upon Kile,
she winked.

“Eyes up front,” the large man in the back of the
room shouted.

Kile turned forward to face the man on the platform.
He seemed very comfortable in front of his audience. His hands
clasped behind his back, rocking back and forth on the balls of his
feet. He waited until he was sure every pair of eyes were on him
before he started to speak.

“For those of you who do not know me, my name is
Mathew Latherby, and, should you be fortunate to survive this
examination, I will be your boss. Fail the examination and
…well...you get the picture.

“The headmaster of the Hunter’s Academy is Sir Oblum
Hanson, knight of the realm and a certified Level One Hunter. He is
unable to be here today due to his obligations to the Academy so I
have agreed to step in for him. The rather scary gentleman in the
back is certified Level One Hunter Garret Boraro. He will be your
Weapons Master and self defense instructor should you pass the
examination. The lady to my left is also a certified Level One
Hunter. This is Erin Silvia, an active member of the Academic
Council. These are but two of the people who will be judging your
performance through the rest of this examination.”

He paused for a moment, mostly for the drama, letting
his words sink into the minds of his listeners, but the only thing
Kile had heard was the word ‘survive.’ She knew failure was a
possibility, she did not think death went with it.

“What is a Hunter? I’m sure you all have an idea of
what a Hunter is, what a Hunter does, but do you really know what
it means to be a Hunter? The Hunter stands alone, out there, beyond
the walls of the cities. He is the first line of defense against
the terrors that await the unwitting traveler who wanders into the
dangers of the wilderness, unaware of what evil lurks in the
shadows. The Hunter is a beacon of light. A guiding force to bring
the lost home again, the Hunter is…”

“Getting impatient,” Boraro remarked from his corner
of the room.

“Yes, quite right,” Mathew replied as he stroked his
neatly trimmed beard. He started to pace the length of the raised
platform again, before turning back to his audience.

“Long ago, sometime around the year 810, a young man
by the name of Moran Leafter of the small town of Littenbeck became
the first true Hunter. Being a Hunter wasn’t his first choice,
no... but, he wasn’t very good at anything else. He couldn’t farm,
he couldn’t fish, he wasn’t very good with his hands, couldn’t sell
water to a thirsty man, he even managed to burn down his own
blacksmith shop. But Moran Leafter was determined, and kept looking
and kept trying to find that one place in the world that only he
could fill, and eventually it came to him. He saw there was a need
for an individual...an individual to stand apart from the common
people, to live...outside the system, outside the walls of the
cities. He could provide a valued service to the citizens of the
city of Littenbeck by leaving...and of course living...out there.
He would protect them...whether they wanted him to or not.

“After a while he gained quite a reputation, and soon
the citizens of Littenbeck were seeking his services. As his
reputation grew, so did the requests, to such a point that he could
no longer keep up with the demand, he could no longer help the
people that really needed him. So, being ever so pragmatic, he
rounded up a few...like minded individuals and taught them the ways
of the Hunter. And so the first Hunter’s Academy was born. As the
kingdom expanded so did the Hunter’s territory and soon it became
necessary to organize the Hunters into a unified force for both
practicality and profit, and so the Hunter’s Guild was formed. From
that point on the Hunter’s Academy and the Hunter’s Guild have
undergone significant changes and have taken on greater
responsibilities. It was deemed necessary by the Hunter’s Guild to
permit the entry of undesirables into the Academy, so the
Hunter’s….”

“Excuse me, sir,” Erin interrupted. “Don’t you mean
to prevent?”

“Prevent?”

“Yes sir...as in... to prevent undesirables from
entering the Academy.”

“Well, yes, that would make more sense... yes, to
prevent undesirables from entering into the Academy, the entry
examination was created, and even that has undergone changes.

“The first examination took over two months to
complete and was designed to test the cadet’s skills, strength,
intelligence, integrity, and his ingenuity. Those that survived
would then be allowed to train at the Hunter’s Academy and learn
the ways of the Hunter. Those that didn’t…. well…

“Lucky for you, with the aide of the mystics of the
Mystic’s tower, we have been able to condense the same grueling
tests down to a mere three days. Unlucky for you, you won’t notice
the time difference. It only gets harder from this moment on.

“At this point you will see a pen and parchment on
your desk. What we want is for you to write down why you wish to
become a Hunter. As there is no right or wrong answers to this part
of the examination, we request that you be as honest as you can.
Remember, what you write will go a long way into determining
whether or not you have the qualifications to become a Hunter, and
we have mystics that can tell if you’re lying.”

Kile looked down at her desk and sure enough, a roll
of parchment, a quill pen and an inkwell were all laid out for her.
She looked around at the other cadets and they appeared to be as
surprised as she was.

“Don’t you just love magic?” She heard Alex whisper,
she glared at the smaller boy, but he never noticed as he started
scratching away at his parchment. A looked around the room showed
each of the boys eagerly writing down their own stories.

Kile reached for the quill, half expecting it to
disappear when she touched it, or have her hand pass through it
like one of Alex’s illusions, but as her fingers closed over the
plume it was solid enough.

Why did she want to be a Hunter? That was actually a
hard question to answer, as she wasn’t really sure herself. She had
thought she knew what it was to be a Hunter but just going through
the first stages of the examination, she realized that there was a
lot more to it than she had previously thought. The question should
be did she really have what it takes to be a Hunter.

So where do you begin? The obvious place would be at
the beginning, when she first decided she was going to be Hunter.
That part was easy. It was five years ago. She was only nine at the
time. She remembered it so well because it was the time she had
gotten lost in the woods outside of Riverport. Actually, the way
she remembered it was not so much as her getting lost as it was
more like her brother Leon loosing her. He was sixteen and she
would hang around with him and his friends whenever she could,
although they didn’t always see it that way. It was more like she
would tag along and they would try to get rid of her, but for the
most part, they just tolerated her...except for that one day.

They had decided to go down to a new fishing spot
that Bobby Cooper had found just that morning, and like usual, Kile
had decided to join them. That is, if joining them meant following
a few yards behind. Leon told her to go home more than once, but
Kile refused, so as a form of punishment or just out of spite, the
boys ran off in the opposite direction of where they had intended
to go. When they were well ahead of her they hid in the woods and
waited until she passed, then they backtracked taking the path down
to the river. They had expected her to turn back when she could no
longer find them, but Kile was nothing if not persistent and kept
looking. It wasn’t until she started to get hungry that she
realized she was lost. She wasn’t really scared, not at being lost.
She was angry that she was lost, angry that she could have been
fooled so easily, angry that she couldn’t find her way back. She
was scared of what her father would do.

Harold Veller didn’t have much use for his daughter,
and he never hesitated to let her know. He wanted sons. Sons could
carry on the farm, sons could carry on the Veller name, and that
was more important to him than anything else. He often spoke about
the Veller name and how it meant something in Riverport, although
Kile never knew what, they weren’t a wealthy family or one that had
any real influence in the town. The only person who honored the
Veller name was Mr. Fen at the dry good store and that was only
because of the tab her father had run up there over the years.
Still, her father was much more patient with Leon than he ever was
with her. Leon could do no wrong and wrong was the only thing she
could do in her father’s eyes. It wasn’t that he was abusive, not
physically anyway, in fact, he never laid a hand on her, never hit
her, never struck her, never hugged her. She had always just been
somebody in the way. Kile was just another mouth to feed, another
body to clothe, another pair of feet to put shoes on. She had tried
to help out as much as she could on the farm, but all too often it
would end in disaster and he would always dismiss her as being
ineffective or incapable of doing any real work. To her father,
Kile was useless.

She was actually the third child in the family. Leon
was the oldest, and then there was Andrew. Andrew lived to the age
of four before being taken by a fever. Kile’s father took the death
of his son hard, so when Kile was born about a year later, it only
added to his disappointment that she was a daughter and not another
son. Kile had to grow up in the shadow of Andrew, the brother she
had never known.

She knew exactly what would happen when she didn’t
return home that night. Her mother would start panicking as mothers
always do. She would demand that they send out search parties to
try to find her little girl. Groups of town’s people would start
sweeping the forest looking for Kile, and all the while her father
would be complaining about how much time he was loosing and how
much work still needed to be done on the farm, how much of the
harvest still needed to be brought in. Not to mention the fact that
it would be a huge embarrassment for him that the entire town had
to come out to help him solve one of his little problems. That
would be something he could never live down and it would nag at him
each time he looked at his daughter, how he would now owe so many
people for their time and effort. Kile had thought that it might be
better if she was never found, or if she was found...not in the
same manner as when she was lost.

It was well into the night when she heard the sound
of someone calling her name. Her first instinct was to run, not
towards the caller, but away from them. That was the point when she
realized something was seriously wrong in her life. That was the
point that all the anger she felt towards herself was suddenly
turned towards her father, so instead of running, she found a flat
rock that overlooks a small creek. She sat there and waited,
neither running towards nor away from home.

As the caller got closer Kile realized that it wasn’t
her father as she had feared. It was a woman’s voice, but not her
mother’s. That was when she first met the Hunter, Erin Silvia.

Silvia had been in the area hunting down a rogue
script; she was passing through Riverport on her way home when she
heard about the lost girl and offered to help. Harold Veller was
reluctant to accept the help of any Hunter, let alone a female
Hunter. Kile’s mother, Beth, on the other hand, was very insistent,
and so Erin set off to find Kile. It had not taken the seasoned
Hunter long before she found the lost child.

Erin Silvia was everything Kile wanted to be. She was
a strong, intelligent, capable, and independent. For the first time
Kile realized that there must be more to her than what her father
made her out to be.

She never remembered much after that point,
everything seemed a little hazy. She did recall Erin setting up
camp and making a quick stew, which was the only thing she had
eaten all day. She could also remember Erin wrapping her in a
blanket and sitting her by the fire to keep her warm and giving her
a peppermint imp, the first time she had ever had any kind of
sweet. Then there was something about wolves, about Erin chasing
them off, and how in awe she was of the Hunter. That was probably
the definitive moment in time that Kile decided she was going to be
a Hunter.

The next morning Erin took Kile back home and her
mother sent her directly to bed. The doctor was called in soon
after and Kile was found to have a slight fever but nothing
serious. Her father had exchanged words with Erin about something
to do with the wolves and Kile, but whatever the outcome was she
never learned. Erin left without Kile being able to thank her.

As the days followed, Kile talked more and more about
being a Hunter, although nobody took her very seriously. She knew
about the entry examination that was held in Littenbeck each year,
but you had to be at least fourteen to take it, which gave her five
years to prepare for it. She tried to train herself in mind and
body, and at first her brother would take every opportunity to
ridicule her about it, but when he saw her dedication he not only
stopped the mocking but actually started to help. Her father was
not nearly as encouraging as the rest of the family, calling the
dream foolish, and saying that there was no chance she would ever
make it as a Hunter.

It was when Kile turned eleven that things got out of
hand. Her father had taken it upon himself to make other plans for
Kile’s future, plans that did not include what she wanted. Oric
Tallon owned the bottom land adjacent to the Veller farm, a piece
of ground that Harold Veller coveted greatly. Oric Tallon also had
a son, a little troll of a boy four years older than Kile, named
Pordist. Pordist was a cruel and vindictive child that delighted in
the torture and misery of others, but Harold Veller didn’t see
this, nor did he truly want to, all he saw was an opportunity to
expand his farm to more fertile grounds, and so an arrangement of
marriage was made between Kile and Pordist. It would take place on
Kile’s fifteenth birthday as stated in the charter of the province
of Shai. Kile was furious and it was the first time she ever stood
up to her father, the discussion ended in a heated debate that
marked the only time her father ever touched her.

What happened next, Kile wasn’t really sure. She had
thought, at that moment, her dreams were dead, but by the next day,
her father had changed his mind. The change wasn’t complete and it
wasn’t without its conditions. Harold Veller would allow Kile to
take the Hunter’s examination when she turned fourteen, but when
she failed, as he believed she would, she would have to return home
and marry Pordist Tallon and never speak about becoming a Hunter
ever again. This was the best and only chance she was going to get
and she agreed to it. The only problem was her father was not going
to aid her in any way. That meant she would have to come up with
the money and the means of getting to Littenbeck for the
examination by herself.

The means of getting there were simple enough. The
supply wagon that passes through Riverport stops in Nortonville.
From there she could easily get a ticket and a carriage straight to
Littenbeck. The money for the venture was not as easy to come by.
She had saved every coin she had earned but it wasn’t nearly
enough. If it wasn’t for her brother Leon, she would never have
been able to pay for the ticket.

She remembered the day she set off to Nortonville, of
course she should have since it was only four days ago. It was her
brother that saw her off on her journey. Her mother was not well
enough to make the trip into town and her father had made it quite
clear that he wanted nothing more to do with her.

Kile set her pen down and looked over what she had
written. It was a lot more than what she had originally intended,
and somewhere in there must be the reason why she wanted to be a
Hunter; she just hoped it was as clear to them as it was to her.
She looked around the rest of the room to see that most of the boys
had already finished writing, but Alex was still scribbling away at
his parchment, as was Daniel. Carter looked to be finished but as
Daniel described it, Carter had always wanted to be a Hunter, so
this assignment should be easy for him. She even glanced over to
where Eric was sitting. He too had finished and was leaning back in
his chair, tapping the tip of the quill pen on his desk. Three
times was all Kile could think about, he had taken the exam three
times, or actually two times, this would be his third time, but
that was still two more times than anyone else in the room. Did it
give him that much of an advantage, and how did he fail it the last
two times?

“Is everyone finished?” Mathew Latherby asked from
the front of the room. There were a few murmurs of “no” and “just
one more minute” but for the most part everyone had finished. The
parchments were then collected by two mystics in white robes that,
for some reason, Kile had not seen in the room prior to or during
the examination, but by now she was starting to get used to them
popping up unexpectedly.

“You will now proceed to the next stage of the
examination,” Mathew said as the mystics handed him the parchments.
“Go through these doors, proceed down the hall and wait for further
instructions.”

A large set of iron bound double doors opened behind
Mathew as the cadets slowly got up from their desks, each one
looking a little nervous. No one really wants to be the first to
pass through the doors into the darkness beyond since there was no
telling where they would end up. It was Eric that took the lead as
he pushed past a few of the younger boys. It’s easy for him, Kile
thought. He knows what’s on the other side. She was not going to be
shown up by the likes of him.

It was one thing for the oldest boy who had taken the
examine twice to pass through the doors with confidence, but when
the only girl, who was already doomed to fail follows, everyone
else was considered dead last as they all rushed to catch up.

As Kile stepped through the door, she had expected to
be whisked away again, maybe to another room or another test but
that wasn’t the case. She had actually entered the room beyond the
door. She turned around to look back into the classroom and saw the
other cadets coming in behind her. She wasn’t sure if she was
relieved or disappointed. It seemed like a bit of a let down after
what she had gone through so far.

The room itself was quite large, larger than what
should have been in the tower, but then all the rooms she had seen
put together were bigger than the tower’s base and she had never
gone up or down a flight of stairs yet, so none of it made much
sense. There were huge stone columns every fifteen or so feet, set
out in a large grid like pattern, reaching to a vaulted ceiling
high above. Some of the columns appeared on the verge of
collapsing, some may have already, since large stones littered the
floor. Small globes of swirling mist cast an early light that
danced and flickered, bending the shadows of the pillars into
swaying serpents, but the light was isolated to one side of the
room. The far side remained cloaked in total darkness. It was
difficult to tell exactly how large the room was, but it was a
room, and that was a problem. Master Latherby had told them to go
down the hall and wait for instructions, where was the hall? It
wasn’t that Master Latherby was a bundle of information, to Kile’s
way of thinking he seemed a few sandwiches short of a picnic, but
even he should be able to tell the difference between a room and a
hall. Maybe the room was a lot longer than she had previously
thought, and then it could actually be a hall, but it would have
been the largest hall she had ever seen.

She looked around at the other cadets to see what
they were up to, but they appeared to be as lost and as confused as
she was. Except for Eric, who was just leaning against one of the
pillars, which only put her more on edge if that was possible. Eric
was waiting for someone to come or something to happen. He must
know what he was doing, she thought. He had been here twice
before.

Daniel was standing with Carter and the two were in
the middle of some heated discussion. It looked as if Carter wanted
to keep going, but Daniel wasn’t in so great a hurry. She found
Alex standing not too far away and looking a bit more confused than
the rest of them. He was staring up at the ceiling, then down at
the floor, then at his hands all of which appeared to inspire some
sense of wonder in him. She had just started to walk over to where
he was, when a loud grinding sound filled the room and vibrated the
floor. Kile stopped dead in her tracks. It was the sound of stone
on stone and everybody suddenly looked up, thinking that maybe the
roof was about to cave it. Those large stones scattered about had
to have come from somewhere. Unfortunately, it wasn’t coming from
above them. It was coming from in front of them, from somewhere in
the darkness. The sound suddenly stopped, and there was a brief
moment of unnatural silence before the screaming. It came from the
far side of the room where a few of the boys had dared to go. They
had gone to look for the mysterious hall that Master Latherby had
spoken of, or possibly the illusive further instructions, but what
they found was not what they expected. Out of the darkness, shapes
moved, and those boys who had dared to go forward were now running
back.

Kile couldn’t make out what the boys were yelling,
but she could hear what she thought was the sound of flapping
wings, like those of a large bat. She even started to scan the
ceiling once again, before she realized that the sound she was
hearing was not the beating of wings, but the sound of bare feet on
stone, and a lot of them.

“Get out! Get out!” One of the boys was yelling as he
practically flew past her. She would swear that his feet never
touched the ground as he ran to the back of the room.

The cadets behind Kile were the first to start
moving, but there was no door for them to ‘get out’ of.

“The door’s gone,” one kid yelled.

“It can’t be! It was right here,” another one
screamed in panic.

“Get out, valrik!” another boy yelled as he came
running out of the darkness. This boy Kile recognized as the kid
with the long neck and sharp nose that had been picking on Alex
earlier. She looked over to where Eric was still standing beside
the pillar. The older boy didn’t look scared enough, and in fact he
appeared almost excited. She thought for a moment that this may be
a practical joke. It wasn’t until the long necked boy with the
pointed nose crashed to the ground with a large spear sticking out
between his shoulder blades that she realized it wasn’t.

Sure enough, the slapping of bare feet got louder as
it echoed through the vaulted ceilings, and then Kile saw it. One
at first, then two, followed by twelve and then too many for her to
even want to count.

Valrik, were a scourge that had crawled into the
underworld of Aru ages ago and thought gone with the passing of
time, and yet here they were. They stood about five feet in height
with barrel-like bodies, long arms, and short legs. Their skin was
the color of wet stone, their large eyes almost shining in the
dark.

They charged the cadets in great number. Most of the
boys turned and ran to the back of the room, scratching and clawing
at where the door had once been, stepping on or running down their
slower companions in the process. There was no way back and no way
forward. Was this what Master Latherby meant by surviving? Kile
wasn’t going to debate it as she looked around for something to
defend herself with. She couldn’t turn back; turning back meant
failure. She may survive, but she would end up married to Pordist
Tallon and that wasn’t much better than a valrik.

She grabbed the only thing she could find, which was
a rock, since there were quite a few of them scattered on the
ground, and she threw it at the first glowing pair of eye that she
saw. It struck him dead in the head and he went down hard. It
actually managed to take two more of the creatures down with him,
but there were three more behind them. Kile quickly picked up
another rock and threw that one as hard as she could, but her aim
was sorely lacking and it went wide. She was reaching for a third
stone when another one flew past her as it bounced off the chest of
a charging valrik. The creature was staggered, but only for a
moment as it continued to advance, holding over its head what
appeared to be a rusted sword.

Soon more rocks came flying past as more boys took up
the assault, but it was very one-sided as the rocks did little to
deter the destructive nature of the valrik.

The creatures came in on both sides, there was no
tactics to their attack, there never was. It was all out
aggression. Kile waited until they got closer and then threw
another stone, striking one on the side of the head. It spun as it
went down, giving her enough time to run out and grab the rusted
sword that it had been wielding. She poised to deliver the killing
blow, but faltered. She had never killed a living creature before
and she couldn’t bring herself to kill this one. One could argue
that a valrik wasn’t a naturally living creature, but it didn’t
matter. She backed away, still holding the sword in both hands,
never taking her eyes off the valrik that was even now beginning to
stir. It rose slowly, but was too dazed to even notice Kile. It
staggered for a bit before another stone, hurled by another boy,
put it out of its misery.

The valrik slowed their assault and retreated just
beyond some imaginary line that only they could see. Kile surveyed
the room. A lot of the boys were already down. Whether they were
dead or not, she couldn’t tell. Were these the ones that failed the
test? It seemed rather final. Most of the other boys were standing
with their backs pressed against the wall. If that meant that they
were the ones that passed, it just didn’t seem fair.

Off to her right, Daniel was helping a few of the
wounded. Alex had said that Daniel had the ability to heal, but as
she watched him lay his hand upon the forehead of one of the
injured boys, it didn’t appear to be working as well as he thought
it should. There was a look of confusion on his face. Kile began to
move slowly in his general direction. She knew she couldn’t be a
front line fighter if she didn’t have the instinct to kill, but she
might be able to give Daniel a hand.

Suddenly the ground began to shake more violently
than before, and she heard the familiar sound of bare feet on stone
again, only this time it was a lot louder, as they were larger
feet.

From out of the darkness, beyond the valrik another
threat emerged, and Kile didn’t need anyone to tell her what these
were. The brunrik had come. Brunrik were larger, faster, stronger
and if possible meaner and uglier than their valrik cousins. Each
brunrik stood just over seven feet tall with long narrow heads and
large mouths filled with razor like teeth. Small black eyes and
large ears that lay flat against the sides of their bald heads.
They were the foulest of creatures. They had no regard for life or
the imaginary line that stopped the valrik. They charged the ranks
of the cadets, tossing them aside like rag dolls.

Kile spotted one of the brunrik moving towards Daniel
and the wounded. She reacted without thinking as she ran alongside
it, and threw herself in front of it. It was a clumsy attempt to
stop it and she really wasn’t sure how she was actually going to do
it. The only thing she could think of doing was to wrap herself
around one of its legs and hope for the best. It tripped over her
and came crashing down hard on the stone floor, and on Kile,
knocking the wind out of her. Carter was there within seconds with
a large rock to quickly finish it off. He grabbed the fallen
brunrik’s weapon and even gave Kile a nod of approval as she
staggered to her feet. At least that was something, she thought as
she retrieved her own rusted sword from beneath the dead
creature.

Before she could reach Daniel she heard Alex cry out.
She quickly scanned the room for the smaller boy, found him and
then she found him again and then once more. There were three of
him and they were all trying to stay out of the reach of one of the
brunriks. Kile wasn’t sure if she was actually seeing three of Alex
or if being landed on by a five hundred pound behemoth addled her
brain.

By the time she had reached them, the brunrik had
already taken out one Alex, while the other two were trying
desperately to escape as they dodged around one of the many
columns. Alex didn’t die so much as he just disappeared as the
sword sliced through him, which bewildered both the creature and
Kile, but not for long. The brunrik recovered quickly and cornered
another Alex. The large blade came down again, cleaving the Alex in
two.

The third and the last Alex was all too real and all
too scared as he scrambled to get away. The blade came down again
and this time it met with the rusty sword held by a rather
surprised Kile. The connection felt as if it shattered every bone
in her body as it drove her to her knees.

Her first thought was how did I get here? Her second
thought was how do I get out of here?

“Get back Alex!” she cried as she tried to maintain
her grip on the hilt of the blade that was now actually bending
under the shear weight of the brunrik as it pushed down harder. He
was larger than she was, he was stronger than she was, and she knew
that this wouldn’t end well. It broke off and swung at her again,
and again she held up the sword to absorb the blow, but this time
it wasn’t enough. She felt the sword shatter in her hands. The last
thing she saw was the brunrik’s large cleaver blade heading
directly for her head.
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There was no blow, no pain, and by all accounts she
should be dead, but as far as she could tell, she wasn’t. Kile
slowly opened one eye, then the other. She was no longer staring at
a brunrik, but at a tall, thin man dressed in flowing yellow
robes.

Great, just what she needed, another mystic.

He had a narrow face with a pair of wire rimmed
glasses perched upon a thin pointed nose. His eyes were rather
small and sunken, giving him a very shallow appearance. His hair,
what he had of it, was a sliver white and grew if tuffs around the
ears, leaving his head completely bald.

She had no idea who he was, why he was there, or how
he had gotten there in the first place. At first she had thought
that maybe he was there to save her, but he appeared to be more
interested in a piece of parchment that he was reading than with
her, so she ruled that scenario out quickly. She looked to see if
Alex was alright and that was when she realized she was no longer
where she thought she was. Not only was Alex missing, but the
entire room was gone.

Kile was sitting in the middle of a completely white
chamber. The ceiling, the walls, even the floor was completely
white. There didn’t appear to be any texture on any of the
surfaces, sort of like a room of mirrors, yet they didn’t reflect
anything. There were no windows or doors not even a piece of
furniture, save for a small wooden box and the two overstuffed wing
backed chairs, the one she was seated upon and the one across from
her where the mystic in yellow sat reading his parchment. Alex,
Daniel, Carter, the boys, the brunrik, even the valrik were all
gone.

She never did like the mystic arts.

“Ah yes, you’re finally awake,” the yellow mystic
replied as he slowly rolled up the parchment and slipped it easily
into the small wooden box seated on the floor beside him.

“What just happened...am I...dead?” she asked, not
really wanted to hear the answer.

“Dead? Dead? Of course you’re not dead. Do I look
like a necromancer to you? Do you think I would converse with the
dead? Do these look like the robes of one who is influenced by the
sphere of darkness?”

She only understood about every other word in that
rant, mostly the word “dead” since he practically shouted it.

“Uh...no...I guess not.”

“I should say not. Dead. Please, a necromancer
indeed.”

“But sir, where am I? What just happened?”

He pushed the wired rimmed glasses further up his
nose as he studied Kile carefully. He didn’t seem very old,
probably in his late forties. His face was carved with deep
wrinkles, giving him the appearance of a man older than his
years.

“An illusion,” he finally said as he leaned back in
his seat.

“An illusion?”

“That is correct.”

“What was an illusion, sir?”

“Everything, of course.”

“Everything?”

“The brunrik, the room, your friends, everything. You
never left your seat after the essays were collected.”

It was all a test, obviously it was a test, in this
place everything was a test, but what was it testing? Her courage,
her skills in battle? She was scared out of her wit. She couldn’t
kill when she had the chance and worse of all she died. Any way you
add it up, her test scores couldn’t have been all that great. Was
that why she was here and not with the others?

“I failed.”

It was a mixed feeling of relief and dread. Relief in
knowing that it was all over, she had come to terms with herself,
she was not cut out to be a Hunter. She didn’t know half of what
was expected of her, and the half she did know confused her even
more, but it was the dread that weighed the heaviest in the pit of
her stomach. The idea of going back home in disgrace was bad
enough, but to admit to her father that he was right all along was
worse, not to mention there was Pordist, the one driving force in
her mind that kept her going.

“What? Who failed?” The yellow mystic asked, staring
at her as if she had just said the most absurd thing he had ever
heard.

“Me...I failed.”

“Who said you failed, I didn’t say you failed.”

“I didn’t fail?”

“I didn’t say that either.”

“Then...why am I here?”

“Well, isn’t it obvious?”

Kile looked around the room again, thinking that
maybe she had missed something important, but there wasn’t anything
in the room to miss, there wasn’t anything in the room at all. When
she didn’t reply, the yellow mystic sighed in annoyance.

“You are here to take you mystic arts
evaluation.”

At that moment Kile wished that the brunrik had hit
her. Brunrik she understood, Brunrik were real, although that
particular brunrik the one swinging for her head wasn’t real, but
she still understood him. The mystic arts were something entirely
different, something that she couldn’t grasp and she was sure she
never would. It was ethereal, it wasn’t there and yet it was. She
preferred something a little bit more solid a little bit more
reliable something she could lay her hands on, or in the case of
the brunrik, something that could lay their hands on her.

“I...don’t know any...mystic arts,” she replied
without looking up at the yellow mystic.

She didn’t want to tell him, not outright like this.
Her original plan was to try and bluff her way through the test,
but that wasn’t really a possibility now that she had seen this
man. He radiated the mystic arts, there was no way she could put
one past him. She had thought about trying to convince him to look
the other way, to cut her a break, but why would he do that? He
didn’t owe her anything and she didn’t have anything of value to
offer him as a bribe.

“Nothing?” he asked as he rubbed his chin. That was
something that all mystics did when they were contemplating
something or trying to look intelligent. There must be a mystic
handbook or mystic classes where they learn such body language.

“I’m sorry, sir, but it’s true. I don’t have any
special gifts.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” he said as he reached
into the small wooden box and began to pull out a series of
objects. He placed them in front of him, one by one, even if there
wasn’t a table for them to sit on. They just hovered in the air,
defying every law known to man, and he did it with such ease, as if
it was the most natural thing in the world.

She hated the mystic arts.

“What do you know of the arts, child?”

“Um, not much really,” she said meekly. She didn’t
really want to try and repeat what Daniel had told her. For one
thing she knew she would get it wrong and it would make her appear
more foolish than she actually felt.

“Well...that is refreshing,” the mystic replied.
“Somebody, who actually admits when they don’t know something,
there is hope for you yet, Miss Veller. Most of these little
upstarts think that they can come in here and teach me a thing or
two about the mystic arts, I assure you...they can not.”

Now that he had the items arranged before him,
floating above the floor about the height of a normal table, she
could make out what they were. There was a glass of water, a rock,
and a single white candle. It would have been just as easy to have
placed them upon a physical table, but Kile was starting to believe
that mystics liked to show off their skills whenever they could.
Living among other mystics the way they do, they probably don’t get
much of a chance.

“In the past, there were many schools of magic, but
under the guidance of the Magi Canton, we have learned to limit
them to a mere eight, and then sadly just six.”

“I thought there were only four.”

“And I thought you didn’t know anything about the
arts,” the yellow mystic replied raising one bushy eyebrow.

“Oh... yeah... sorry. It was just something that
Daniel...that somebody told me.”

“Yes, most people are misinformed. In one sense, I
guess, your friend is right. There are only four.”

That did it, now she was completely lost.

“Allow me to explain. There are six spheres of
influence, governed by the most basic of elements taken from common
lore. They are, of course, earth, fire, wind, water, wood and
metal. Yes, I know, it is a bit...cliché, but it does serve its
purpose. The remaining two are not very common and therefore your
friend would not have known about them. They are the sphere of
light, and the sphere of darkness. Those that are influenced by the
sphere of light often serve in the clergy, and as such do not study
here at the tower.

“And the dark?”

“Are encouraged not to. But that needn't concern you.
Those two spheres are very strong, and you would have been sought
out long before this time if you were so influenced. Now, of the
basic six, only four are still studied at the tower, so that is
where we will start your evaluation. Let us begin with the easiest,
shall we?” he said waving his hand as the candle slowly slid across
the table that wasn’t there.

“I want you to light this candle.”

“How?” she asked as she looked around for a
striker.

“With your mind, child, with your mind. Focus on the
candle, think the candle to be lit, feel the heat building in the
wick. As with all mystic arts it is a matter of concentration. Feel
and manipulate the strands of power that run through
everything.”

Kile stared at the candle and tried to focus, tried
to picture the candle lit, but the more she concentrated on it, the
less it appeared to be doing anything, and the only thing that was
building was a headache. The mystic sat back in his chair and
stared at her with a curious look. The look of a man that couldn’t
make out what it was that he was looking at. By the time Kile felt
the blood rushing to her head and was on the verge of passing out,
the mystic waved his hand.

“Enough.”

Kile flopped back in her seat. She was a bit light
headed, but if that was the extent of the test it wasn’t so bad,
even if it didn’t produce anything. She had assumed since the
candle hadn’t ignited, she hadn’t passed.

The mystic reached out and touched the tip of the
candle, and it sparked to life. Easy for him she thought as she
watched the small flame dance upon the wick. He didn’t say anything
about touching it. Maybe if she was allowed to touch it, she could
have lit it.

“Extinguish the flame,” the mystic said.

Kile blew the candle out.

“With your mind,” the mystic replied with a heavy
sigh and touched the candle again.

Kile stared at the flame once more. She wasn’t sure
what she was supposed to be focusing on or how she was to
extinguish the candle with her mind short of maybe hitting it with
her head, but she concentrated on making it to go out, and much to
her surprise, it stayed lit.

“It would appear that you are not influenced by the
sphere of air,” the yellow mystic said absently as he waved his
hand and the candle was snuffed out by some unseen force.

What happened to fire? Kile wondered as she watched
the candle slide across the table that wasn’t there and dropped
into the small wooden box by itself. This just wasn’t natural.

The mystic then motioned for the small stone to move
across the unseen table.

“I want you to lift the stone.”

Kile picked the stone up.

“With your mind, your mind,” he said a little more
agitated this time.

She quickly placed the stone back down, and when she
did, she was surprised to feel it touch the solid surface of the
table that wasn’t there, which just annoyed her even more. Why not
just have a table? Why make it invisible? Why do mystics always
have to do everything the hard way? She leaned back in her chair,
closed her eyes and this time concentrated on the stone, picturing
herself picking it up. When she opened her eyes, the stone hadn’t
moved, but the mystic looked even more confused, and that worried
Kile even more. If she was confused over the test, that was one
thing. If the instructor was confused, then something was terribly
wrong.

“Did you feel any connection with the stone?” The
mystic asked.

“No, sir,” Kile replied

This time the yellow mystic didn’t even use his skill
as he picked up the stone and dropped it back into the small wooden
box. He then pushed the glass of water towards her.

“Perhaps the sphere of water, it does tend to be more
elusive,” the yellow mystic mumbled mostly to himself. “I want you
to try to move the water. Manipulate it, feel the strands and move
the water.”

Kile wasn’t sure what stands she was supposed to be
feeling, but closed her eyes and again tried to concentrate, this
time on the water. First she tried to move it, then just to cause
it to ripple. She wasn’t looking for much, anything would have made
her happy, anything to just get through this evaluation, but the
still water remained still.

The yellow mystic picked up the glass of water and
dropped it back into the small wooden box. She couldn’t help but
wonder why the water stayed in the glass and didn’t spill out over
everything, she even tried to peek in the box to see if it did, but
the mystic pulled out two more objects and placed them upon the
unseen table. One was a coin the other was a branch from a tree. He
slid the coin forward first.

It was an average looking coin, bearing the likeness
of the king’s great grandfather, or possible his great-great
grandfather. She never learned the lineage of the kings. Living in
a place such as Riverport one dose not have much contact with
royalty. She hated to admit it, but she would be hard pressed to
pick the king out of a line up.

“I want you to reach out to the coin.”

Kile shrugged and reached for the coin, but upon
seeing the mystic’s face she quickly stopped herself.

“I know, I know, with my mind.”

She closed her eyes and again pictured herself
reached out to the coin. But she wasn’t having any more luck with
the coin than she was with any of the other objects and this was
getting very boring.

“Let us try the branch,” she heard the mystic
say.

Without opening her eyes, she diverted her attention
to the branch, and again she wasn’t having any luck. It just wasn’t
there. She didn’t know what was supposed to happen, but she figured
it had to be something; the mystic was waiting for something. He
just shook his head and looked more confused.

“It’s just no use. I just don’t...feel...anything,”
she admitted in defeat.

The yellow mystic wasn’t paying much attention to her
as he pulled a book from the small wooden box that, by all rights,
should not have been able to hold all these things and if anything,
should be wet from dropping a full glass of water into it. He
placed the book on the table and Kile began to wonder if she was
supposed to move the words with her mind or something, but the
mystic said nothing as he started to flick through the pages. It
was clear that he was looking for something, but she didn’t know
what, and she was afraid to ask. He slowed down his scanning and
began to read as Kile sat and watched, but the more he read, the
more confused he appeared. It was several minutes before he
realized that Kile was still sitting there.

“Yes...yes, you may leave now.”

“That’s it?” she asked. “Did I...pass?”

“What...Oh, uh...yeah...you passed,” he replied, not
taking his eyes from the page that he was reading.

Kile slid out of the overstuffed wingback chair and
moved quietly around the mystic. She didn’t want to disturb him any
more than she thought he already was, but she was presented with
yet another problem. There was no door to leave by. Was this part
of the test, she wondered? At this point she would have even
welcomed a window to crawl out of. She walked around the room a few
times before stopping beside his chair.

“Excuse me, sir, but...the door?”

“The door? Oh...oh yes, the door.”

He waves his hand dismissively and the door appeared
on the wall behind him. The mystic arts were impressive at times,
but she still didn’t like them. Kile pulled the door open and
quickly exited the room.

“By the Gods, you’re alive,” Alex cried as he jumped
up from his desk and wrapped his arms around her. Kile stood for a
moment, more confused than ever as she surveyed her surroundings.
The door she had just come through was gone, and she was back in
the classroom, standing beside her desk. The other cadets were all
there as well. Some looked dazed, others looked terrified, but all
of them were alive, even the tall thin kid, she had seen with the
spear in his back was alive. Daniel was sitting at his own desk,
and looking rather ragged as he looked up at Kile and gave her a
grin. Alex had been crying, which was clear to see by the redness
of his eyes as he quickly backed away from Kile and wiped them on
the sleeve of his shirt.

“I...I mean it’s...great to see you’re okay,” he
stammered.

“Yeah, I’m sure. What do you mean ‘I’m alive’?”

“Well...the last time we saw you, you had just gotten
your head split in two by a large brunrik. It was probably the most
disgusting sight I had ever seen,” Daniel replied.

“Sorry I couldn’t be there.”

“It was all an illusion, but it was so real,” Alex
replied as he dropped back into his seat.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Kile said, shaking
her head as she took her own seat.

“Well...so far we figured out that the battle and the
deaths were all illusions,” Daniel replied as he waved her
attention to the front of the room to where the huge double doors
should have been. The wall was completely bare.

“There’s no door,” Kile remarked. What surprised her
the most was that she wasn’t surprised at all.

“No door, no room, no brunrik, no valrik. It was all
an illusion of some kind,” Daniel replied. “Damnedest thing I’d
ever seen.”

“What about you?” Kile asked. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’ll be alright, I’m just...a little worn
out.”

“You took so long to wake up, we thought you...might
have actually...died...in the illusion,” Alex said.

“Is that possible?” she asked.

“Don’t really know,” Daniel replied. “I guess it is
possible, if it’s real enough.”

“And the mystic arts test, was that an illusion
too.”

“No, that was real...well, real enough, as real as
anything around here,” Daniel replied. “But...you’re back. That
means you passed.”

“What do you mean because I’m back? I’m not really
following you. I’m not really following anything. I don’t know
what’s an illusion and what’s real anymore.”

“Well, right now we’re real. The battled was
completely an illusion. The mystic arts evaluation was...kind of
half and half,” Alex replied.

“That doesn’t help much,” Kile said.

“Regardless, how did you do? Did you find your sphere
of influence?”

“Alex,” Daniel warned. “You know Hunters aren’t
supposed to reveal their Edge.”

“If you haven’t noticed, we’re not Hunters yet, and
just telling what sphere you’re influenced by should be alright. We
don’t have Edges, yet. Besides, Kile knows ours.”

“I don’t...know what my sphere is...I...I don’t know
if I even have one.”

“You have to have one,” Alex remarked. “What object
did you connect with?”

“I didn’t connect with any of them.”

“That’s not possible. You should have connected with
at least one of them. Otherwise...they would have taken you out by
now.”

“Taken me out?” she asked. Did that come under the
heading of surviving?

“He means escorted out. Some of the other cadets have
already been removed from the room. We figured that they must have
failed the mystic arts evaluation, you know, they probably don’t
have enough influence in the arts to succeed as a Hunter. We’re not
really sure. Nobody is telling us anything,” Daniel added. “They’ve
been taking them out one by one as they woke up.”

Kile looked around the room to see if anyone was
coming for her, but nobody was moving in her direction. She hadn’t
noticed before, but the place was looking a little less
populated.

“He says I passed, but I didn’t...really feel
anything, did you guys?”

“Well, yeah, but then we already knew before we even
went, in what our spheres were. Are you sure you didn’t feel any
connection with any of the objects.” Daniel asked. “You didn’t
really have to do anything with them. I mean you didn’t have to
succeed in lighting the candle or moving the stone. Just as long as
you made some kind of connection the mystic would have known.”

“What do you mean?”

“He would have felt the connection, even if you
didn’t,” Daniel replied. “Did he say anything?”

“He said a lot of things.”

“Yes, but he should have told you what sphere you
were influenced by. Even if it’s not enough to be a Hunter, you’re
still influenced by a sphere. What did he say after the last test,
the water test? Did he say anything?”

“For me the last test would have been what? The
branch test?”

“The what?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know, it was a branch from a tree, oak I
think, I’m not sure. He put away the other items and took out an
old coin and a branch.”

“He didn’t do that for me,” Daniel replied.

“Me neither,” Alex added.

“I don’t know?” Kile shrugged, “He did for me”

“Wood...wood and metal” Daniel replied. “That’s what
he did, he tested you for the spheres of wood and metal.”

“Come on Danny, why would he do that?” Alex
asked.

“What other reason is there?”

“Maybe she’s a freak,” Alex said, and then quickly
realized what he said as he clamped his hands over his mouth.

“A what?” Kile asked, staring at Alex, who suddenly
looked a lot smaller to her as he cringed under her glare.

“A freak is a term that some use to describe
unconventional magic.” Daniel laughed.

“I don’t think I like being referred to as a
freak.”

“Well, Alex is right about something...he must have
seen something if he was testing you for the spheres of wood and
metal. They’re not taught at the mystics’ tower...well...not
anymore.”

“Why not?” Kile asked.

“There just weren’t enough practitioners.”

“What happen to them?” Kile asked, but before Daniel
could give an answer, the door in the back of the room opened and
Mathew Latherby entered, followed closely by Garret Boraro.

The other boys quickly took to their seats as Kile
took to hers and waited to hear what it was that Master Latherby
would tell them next. He stepped upon the platform and looked over
the room, stroking his well trimmed beard. He appeared to be
counting those that were left, and Kile got the distinct impression
that he was disappointed. Maybe not so much disappointed, but
saddened by how few there were. If what he said was right, that
each one was to be individually evaluated after the exams, then
those that still remained were not safe. He turned his back to the
cadets and whispered something to Garret who nodded in agreement
before exiting the room. Kile was sure that as Garret Boraro passed
her, he had given her a look that was not very encouraging,
although it could have been her imagination.

“Rooms have been made available for you. Tomorrow you
will start the next and final stage of your exam. Good luck.”

They were separated and then lead to their individual
rooms in what appeared to be different parts of the tower by
mystics dressed all in white who either knew very little about the
exams or were strictly forbidden to speak of them. It didn’t bother
Kile too much since she wouldn’t have known what to ask if they had
bothered to answer her.

What did bother her was that she didn’t have time to
finish her conversation with Daniel about the new spheres of
influence, not that it would really matter in the long run. She
felt no more of a connection to wood or metal than anything else
the yellow mystic had presented her with, but it was nice to know
that somebody was willing to tell her something. She felt so
foolish. She knew nothing about the mystics or the Hunters. Her
only hope was that there were others that knew even less than she
did, but knowing the way her luck was running, they would have been
the ones that had already been escorted out of the tower.

The room was anything but luxurious. In fact, it was
little more than an empty cell with a single cot shoved against one
of the walls. Kile sat down on the edge of the cot and stared into
the opposite corner of the room, since there wasn’t anything else
to stare at. She was getting rather hungry and didn’t get much to
eat except for the taka fruit, and even that she didn’t get much
more than a mouth full out of. Was this another part of the test,
to see how the cadets handled starvation? She wouldn’t put it past
them. It could pass as a form of survival test. She lay down on the
cot and stared up at the ceiling for a change of view, but it
wasn’t much different from the dark corner of the room.

She had survived the testing so far. Whether she
ultimately passed or not would be entirely up to the panel of
judges or whatever they were calling themselves. Erin Silvia would
be one of them. Would Erin vote for her because she was the only
girl, or would she base her decision on the test scores, however
they scored them? Kile was fairly sure that Garret would vote
against her in spite of how well or how poorly she did. For some
reason the Weapon’s Master didn’t approve of her being here. He
wasn’t alone either. From what she could tell from most of the
boys, they weren’t very pleased sharing their testing day with a
girl. She knew coming into this wasn’t going to be easy, and that
she wouldn’t be very popular, but she didn’t really want to be
popular, she wanted to be a Hunter. The real question now was
whether or not she had the qualifications.

She went over the scores in her mind, or at least how
she figured them out. Without knowing what was a test and what
wasn’t, or even what the outcome of the test was supposed to be,
her calculations weren’t very favorable.

Would marrying that little troll of a boy be all that
bad? She thought as she drifted off to sleep.
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The wolves were coming. They were getting closer. The
winter had been harsh that year, and there was no food in the
highlands, they were hungry and a hungry wolf knows no boundaries.
They had only been seen on the outer edge of Riverport up until
now, but they were getting closer. Livestock had gone missing, and
worse.

She knew they were coming, she didn’t know how or why
she knew, only that she knew. It was as if she could feel them, as
if she was one of them, racing across the frozen ground, the cold
winter winds blowing through her fur, the heat of the pack running
alongside her. There was something in the forest, something that
wasn’t supposed to be there, something that was fair game. They
crossed the frozen river without stopping, twelve of them. The rest
of the pack would be waiting behind for them to bring something
back. It was food, or it was starvation.

She could smell the burning wood of the camp fire,
and she could smell the scent of the vir. The vir had made a
mistake. The vir had entered the forest and was now on their
territory. During these hard times, the vir was as good as any
livestock, the vir was fair game.

She crested the hill top and stopped to survey her
hunting grounds. It was easy to find the camp that the vir had so
foolishly made. From here she could see two of them, both females
of the species. One was young, no more than nine winters. The other
was older and therefore more dangerous. She held a weapon of metal
in her hands and stood between the wolves and the child, but it was
the child that had drawn her attention. The child was something
special, the child was what she wanted. She sent the signal to her
pack, and they moved as one.

They circled the camp, coming in on all sides at
once. They had done it before, and it proved effective in the past.
The older female vir with her weapon of metal stood her ground, but
she didn’t really matter. She didn’t really stand a chance. She was
outnumbered, and she was soon surrounded, but she would not give
up. The wolves remained cautious, they had seen such weapons before
and knew of the pain that they could inflict. Their numbers were
dwindling, and even the loss of one pack member was a price too
high to pay. They kept circling, keeping the female vir off guard,
keeping her moving with them, always with them, always watching,
her weapon of metal held high and ready to strike, but she couldn’t
watch them all.

The wolf saw her mark. She waited for her chance. It
was hers to strike the first blow. The female vir had made a
mistake, she turned her back on the wolf and the wolf seized her
opportunity, but she wasn’t fast enough. The weapon sliced through
the air. She tried to get out of the way, but desperation made her
careless and hunger had made her slow. The metal bit hard into her
side, the pain exploded in her head. The child cried out.

“RUN!”

Kile fell upon the floor of her small cell-like room.
The pain in her side was unbearable. She couldn’t move, she
couldn’t think, she could hardly breathe. She lay there for what
felt like hours clutching at the wound, yet only a few moments had
passed before she was able to catch her breath. When she slowly
moved her hands away, there was no blood, there was no wound, there
was nothing. She was still too weak to move but managed to roll
over on her back and stared up at the ceiling. The cold stone was
actually a welcome relief as she wiped the sweat from her brow. She
wasn’t sure what had just happened, it took her a few minutes to
realize where she was and why she was on the floor.

It was a dream, but it was so real, more so than
anything she had ever experienced before. She tried to recall it,
but when she closed her eyes all she could see were the gray eyes
of the wolf staring back at her through the darkness. Did it mean
something? Was she forgetting something? Was she remembering
something? Was she even mentally stable anymore? She tried to sit
up, but the spinning room prevented that. The pain in her side had
been replaced by the nausea in her stomach.

When she was finally able to see straight she noticed
a small, round, short legged table in the middle of her once empty
cell-like room. It wasn’t there before she had gone to sleep, that
much she was sure of. It would have been hard to miss. It was about
four foot in diameter and stood two feet off the floor, upon it was
an assortment of jars, plates, cups, utensils, breads, cheeses,
fruits and even a ceramic craft that held something to drink. This
was probably their idea of a balanced breakfast. The problem was,
how did they get into her room without her knowing it? She really
didn’t like the idea of mystics in robes setting up a table of food
in her room as she slept. Of course, it could have just appeared by
itself and that wouldn’t have surprised her either.

She crawled over to the table to see what they had
actually set out for her. She even went as far as to open a few of
the jars to see what the mystics had crammed in them, but just the
smell of some of the contents was enough to turn her already upset
stomach. One thing did catch her attention though. In the center of
the table among the jars and under a cloth napkin was a small
polished ebony box, about three inches square, with a lid that was
adorned with intricately carved runes, not that Kile knew what
runes were. She had heard of them once, from that traveling mystic
that had passed through town, and figured that this is what they
would look like, if they were runes.

Kile reached for the box, and as she did a rolled up
parchment tied with a green cord suddenly appeared on top of it,
just under her outstretched hand. There was a time when this would
have startled her, but now it was just getting old, fast. She was
willing to play along for now, as she carefully picked up the
parchment. She removed the green cord and unrolled it on the table
as she picked up a piece of toast to nibble on. The lettering on it
was written in a spidery hand, a bit on the shaky side, probably
one of the older mystics, but still easy enough to read.

“As a Hunter, one of your tasks will be the handling
and delivery of vital information. This box is your last test. It
is paramount that it reaches its final destination on time, in one
piece and unopened. Should it be lost upon your journey you will
fail. Should it be damaged upon your journey, you will fail. Should
it be opened upon your journey, you will fail. Should your time run
out, and you are unable to complete your journey for whatever
reason, you will fail. Once you take the box, your journey will
begin and your path will be made clear.”

It seemed like a strange test as she looked over the
parchment again. There was no indication of who she was supposed to
deliver the box to, or how long she had to deliver it, or for that
matter, how she was even supposed to get there. Currently there was
only one door leading out of her room, and that opened back out
into the hallway which leads to the classroom. Of course that was
yesterday. There was no telling where it would lead today.

“So, the last test is a simple delivery,” she said,
looking at the box. “Why do I have a feeling that this is going to
be far from simple?”

She finished off her piece of toast and reached for
the box but hesitated. The note had clearly said that once the box
was taken, the journey would begin. So, until she actually touched
the box she didn’t actually take it, therefore she was still on
free time. It might be a good idea at this point to be a little bit
more prepared. She scanned the table once again for anything that
might come in handy. It was better than going with nothing at
all.

The cloth napkin would serve a decent pouch as she
unfolded it and then spread it out on the floor. She looked over
the contents of the table once again.

Before you start any journey, you should always get
your supplies in order. She took a few rolls, some cheese, and an
apple and placed them on the napkin. She may not be very hungry
yet, but there was no telling how long this test was going to take.
She was just about to tie the napkin up when she grabbed the knife
and fork and slipped those into her makeshift pouch as well.

“Never know what you might need in this place,” she
said as she wrapped it up and tied it off with the green cord from
the parchment. She then tied her new pouch onto her belt with one
of the leather straps she wore to keep her hair back. Once she was
sure that the pouch wouldn’t come loose, she was ready to go.

Kile was feeling a bit better as she got to her feet,
the pain and the nausea brought on by the strange dreams were all
but gone, and she even risked sampling one of the smaller pastries
before finally lifting the small ebony box off the table.

She didn’t know what to expect as she held the ebony
box out before her like some mystic artifact, waiting for it to do
whatever it was it was supposed to do, but the box did nothing. She
had expected it to whisk her away to some far off road with a
signpost that read “you are here” or some such nonsense, when
nothing happened she was a little disappointed.

“Where’s my path you stupid box?” she asked, as she
shook it, but the box said nothing.

Fine, she would have to do this the hard way. She
tried the door, but it was locked. No surprise there, she thought
as she looked around the room. What she hadn’t tried was the second
door on the other side of the room, the one that wasn’t there a
moment ago.

She hated the mystic arts.

“You couldn’t have made a noise of something to let
me know about the other door?” she asked the box, but the box still
remained silent. This was going to be a long test.

The second door was the same as the first, except
this one wasn’t locked. It opened up into a long, dimly lit
corridor. She stood on the threshold for a moment, staring out into
the gloom. According to the parchment she only had a certain amount
of time to complete the deliver, and thereby complete the test. It
wouldn’t look good if she failed right from the start. This was an
obvious trap. She just wasn’t sure how it was a trap.

Kile held the box tightly in her hands and started to
walk very slowly down the corridor. The light appeared to hover
around her as it had no visible source and where she had come from
was now just as gloomy as where she was going. She made it a point
to observe everything since she wasn’t really sure what she was
looking for. She had never seen a trap before, let alone experience
one, so she didn’t know what tell tale signs she should expect.
Unfortunately, the only way she would know exactly what she was
looking for was if she actually sets one off, and that wasn’t
really an option she wanted to explore.

One thing that did catch her eye was the artwork on
the walls. It was a large mural of the streets of Littenbeck that
spanned both sides of the corridor. It wasn’t so much the subject
matter, or the intricacy of the detail, it was just the fact that
it was there. Nowhere, since she had entered the tower, had she
seen any artwork on any wall. The place was completely void of any
kind of personal touch. So the big question was, why here and why
now?

She began to examine the pictures more closely as she
walked. It could be that they were here to tell her something, or
they could be here just to waste her time. They would be an
interesting distraction, and it all appeared innocent enough. The
farther she walked the larger and more detailed the images became.
It started off with a wide view of the city proper, showing the
fields, outer wall, the front gate and continued leading straight
down the main street. This was the same path that the carriage had
taken to bring her here. She was certain that it hadn’t been made
just for her. Everyone taking the exam would have entered
Littenbeck in the same manner.

The view was taken from a considerable height by
someone who had a working knowledge of the layout of the city. As
she followed the images down the corridor, it became more
personable, more detailed. Faceless blobs were now people, boxes
were now stores. It was a strange artistic perspective, but it
never looked awkward. The further along she moved, the closer the
view became until she was able to count the bricks in the winery,
the hairs upon the little girls head, she could even make out what
the woman was carrying in her basket. What forced her to stop and
stare was the image of the young guard with a silver helmet in the
king’s colors, standing beside the clothes shop. The detail was so
eerie that she had expected the guard to ask if she was lost. She
pulled herself away from his face and moved on down the painting
until she came to where she knew she had to, the Mystic’s tower.
This was the focal point of the image. She could now see the tower
in all its twisted splendor, its rooted structure spreading out in
some bizarre perspective coming to a full sized image of the oni
door, the black courtyard that stretched out around the base and
back into the streets. It was so highly detailed that she would
have sworn she could see movement behind the tower windows. Finally
the tower gave ground to the city streets again and as quickly as
the detailed heightened, it started to fade. Soon the definition
was lost, the details became blotches again, the stores were no
more than simple squares, the people no more than smudges on the
wall.

Did she miss something, she wondered as she reached
the end of the corridor which ended in a simple wooden door?

“That was a complete waste of time,” she said a she
pulled open the door and walked into the wall behind it. She
stumbled backwards and fell on her ass.

It took her a moment to register what had just happed
as she got back to her feet. She slapped the wall, not that she
really needed to, she already knew it was solid. The wall was real,
no illusion here, of course it didn’t explain why the wall was
hidden behind the door in the first place. She searched around the
edges of the threshold for some clue, but didn’t really expect to
find anything. Was that the test, did she take too long to get down
the hall? Were the pictures a distraction? If it was, it was a
stupid test.

She sat down and starred at the city streets of
Littenbeck. Why the streets, she wondered. Why these images? The
majority of the cadets were fourteen year old boys; they wouldn’t
be distracted by these pictures. She could think of other topics
that would have a greater effect. It had something to do with the
picture, and the picture’s focal point.

She got back to her feet and backtracked down the
corridor to the center of the mural. It was so simple she had
completely overlooked it. The focus of the entire mural was the
Mystic’s tower, not by coincidence but by design. The focal point
of the tower was the oni door.

She hammed at the painting with a closed fist which
cracked under the impact, and a large section of it flaked away.
Behind the painting of the door, was another door, a real door. It
had been spackled over in some manner to conceal it from sight. She
pulled at the thin wall of spackling, which now crumbled under the
lightest touch. When she was able to expose enough of the door, she
tried the handle. Sure enough, the door swung in leaving an opening
large enough for Kile the squeeze through. She dusted the last of
the wall off her clothes. So far, so good, she thought as she
looked down the new corridor. She had no idea if she was making
good time or not. She wasn’t even sure how long she had, but she
still had the box and it was still in one piece, so two out of
three wasn’t bad.

The new corridor was just as poorly lit as the last
corridor. She wasn’t sure if it was to set the atmosphere or the
mystics were just too cheap to get decent lightning. Kile set off
again, clutching the small ebony box tightly against her chest and
walking very slowly. She was scanning the walls for some new clue,
when the ground suddenly tilted out from under her.

It may have had half to do with her fast reflexes and
half to do with the fact that she was smaller them the average
cadet, or it could have just been dumb luck. The trap door was
built on a counterweight system, and when an unsuspecting person of
sufficient weight stepped on the door, it would simply dump them
down into a hole and then close again, trapping them into whatever
pit they were unfortunate enough to land in. Kile wasn’t of
sufficient weight.

She felt the ground give way, but it didn’t give way
fast enough. She was too light to set off the trap in the way it
was intended, and she had enough time to throw herself backwards
onto more solid ground. The trap door quickly resealed and was once
again invisible to the untrained eye.

“Are you kidding me?” she exclaimed as she crawled to
the edge of where the door should have been. “I’ve heard of pass or
fail, but this is ridiculous.”

She stood up and cautiously tapped the floor with an
outstretched foot, trying to find the trap door again, but it was
no use. While the door was closed it was indistinguishable from the
surrounding floor. The only way she could find it again was to put
her entire weight on it, and that was not an option. She looked
down the corridor, but wasn’t able to see the far end. There was no
telling how long the corridor was, or just how many of these trap
doors were scattered about the floor waiting for her. What she did
find, was that some sections of the floor were of a different color
than other sections of the floor. They weren’t going to make it
easy, but on the other hand, it didn’t appear that they were trying
to make it impossible.

Kile took a few steps back to get a better look. She
had been paying so much attention to the walls, it never occurred
to her to look at the floor. If she had, she would have noticed the
lines painted down the center of the corridor. Nothing as elaborate
as the last puzzle, these were but four simple lines in four basic
colors. One color she could rule out automatically was the blue
line, which ran right over the trap door that almost got her, or at
least where she thought the trap door was. She should have really
marked that one. Then again, maybe she shouldn’t rule out the blue
line so quickly. There was also a red line, a green line, and a
yellow line. None of them stood out over the rest, they just
twisted and turned overlapping one another like snakes. One of
these lines must be the safe path. The problem was, which
color?

It was a matter of reasoning she thought, but even
reasoning had to start somewhere. She couldn’t think of any
connection with any color that made any sense. The only colors she
had seen since the test started were the colors of the mystic’s
robes, and they were all different. Alex had told her that those in
the purple robes were historians, but there were no purple lines,
the closest to that would have been blue, which she wasn’t really
sure about. What would a historian have to do with trap doors
anyway? There was that mystic that tested her for her sphere of
influence. He was wearing yellow, and there was a yellow line.

It appeared to be the strongest connection she could
think of, even if it was the only connection she could think of.
Kile followed the meandering yellow line.

It was easy enough to navigate, as with the other
corridor, the light without a light source appeared to be hovering
around her somehow, so she could see the line without difficulty.
She was also able to make out the far end of the corridor. Her
reasons for picking the yellow line may have been slim, but they
appeared to be right. Of course, there was always the possibility
that all the lines were safe and it was just another way to slow
the cadets down, not that she was planning to test that theory or
had to. The ground suddenly titled out from under her again.

Kile threw herself to one side, another bad choice as
the ground that she landed on also tilted. This time most of her
weight had been on top of the trap door, and she nearly slid head
first down into the pit. She quickly grabbed for the far edge, but
with one hand still clutching the small ebony box, she only had one
hand to scratch for some kind of finger hold on the smooth surface
of the floor. She did manage to swing herself around, so if she was
going down, she was going down feet first. Her left leg was now
dangling in the pit, but she got her right foot on top of the trap
door which kept the door from closing and her from falling in. Of
course now she was stuck. She wasn’t doing very well. Her only
chance was to get more leverage and that meant an extra hand. She
would have to ditch the box. It was not a favorable choice but it
was the only choice open to her. With all the strength and what her
predicament would allow her, she tossed the small ebony box to what
she hoped was the far side of the hall. With the box gone, she
found herself with a free hand, which was a step in the right
direction. Kile eased her right foot so that it was now on the very
edge of the trap door, then she pushed herself into the side of the
pit to take the weight of her right hand. She couldn’t slide down
any further, but of course she had no way of getting back up
either. She wasn’t heavy enough to upset the counter weight of the
trap door, so she wouldn’t fall in, but she wasn’t light enough for
the counterweight to push her out. She had come to a status quo.
The door wouldn’t let her fall, but it wasn’t planning on helping
her either.

What she needed to do was to reduce her weight even
more. With her left hand, she untied the makeshift pouch that was
strapped to her belt. She slung it up over the edge of the pit onto
the safety of the floor above. Unfortunately, the apple she was
saving wasn’t so lucky. It fell out of the pouch, bounced off the
top of the trap door, and fell into the darkness. It took only a
moment for it to hit the ground with a not-so-pleasant sound, which
meant the pit wasn't all that deep, but she really didn’t want to
find out for herself.

Kile felt blindly into the pouch until her fingers
gripped the silver butter knife. She wedged it into the narrow
grooves between the stones, working it in until it was deep enough
to support her weight. She didn’t have to pull very hard, just
enough to take some of the weight off the trap door. The counter
weight did the rest as the door pushed her up and out of the pit.
Kile rolled off the trap, back onto the solid ground once again.
She laid there for a moment to catch her breath.

Only when she was sure that the ground wasn’t going
to try to eat her again, she slowly collected her food back into
the napkin and tied it up. This time she slipped the knife and fork
into her belt in the event that she might need them again. She
noticed the red line that crossed the area where the trap door had
been. That would have meant that the green line marked the safest
route. Of course it didn’t matter much now that she was so close to
the end of the corridor, but, if anybody asked, she could always
tell them she knew all along that it was the green rout, she just
didn’t know why. Of course that would only work if nobody was
watching her at the moment.

“I hope they don’t grade on style,” she whispered to
herself as she reached down to pick up the small ebony box. When
she looked up, she realized she had reached the end of the corridor
and found herself staring at another solid wall. She looked back
the way she came, but knew she hadn’t passed any other doors or
passages along the way, or at least she didn’t think she had. She
had almost missed the first door hidden behind the painting. Would
they try that trick again?

She was examining the wall more closely when she
noticed a small bronze plaque with raised letters that read-

“How do you get from THERE to HERE?”

It seemed like an odd question to ask, especially in
a place like this. She looked back down the corridor for an answer,
but no answer came. The obvious one, of course, would be to follow
the yellow...no green, line, but then again, that doesn’t really
apply here.

She read the plaque again, but unfortunately the
question didn’t change. How do you get from here to there? No, that
wasn’t right. The question was, how do you get from there to here,
which really didn’t make much sense, unless it wasn’t so much a
matter of destinations as it was of diction. She reached out and
carefully pressed the letter “T” in the word “THERE”. There was an
audible click and the wall slowly slid to one side, revealing
another long dark corridor.

Kile proceeded slowly, trying to keep an eye on the
walls, floor, and even the ceiling this time, but she encountered
nothing as the corridor seemed to go on endlessly. Once again she
started to second guess herself as she continued to walk, and
thought about turning around until she finally reached the end and
stood before a rather plain looking door. She was beginning to
believe that nothing was as it seemed in the Mystic’s tower,
especially plain looking doors. The only thing she was looking
forward to now was getting out, hopefully in one piece. She tried
the door, which didn’t exactly open as easily as it should have. No
big surprise there, she thought as she gave it a shove. The door
moved, but not nearly enough for her to get through. She sighed and
gave it another shove, and again the door only opened a fraction of
an inch.

“Great, hardly any light, holes in the floor and now
doors that are too warped to open. Haven’t these people ever heard
of maintenance?”

Kile looked around for something to pry the door open
with, but there was nothing at hand, and nothing that she was
carrying with her was of any use. Brute force was the only way past
this obstacle, something that she was also lacking.

If you don’t have strength, you use momentum, she
told herself as she took a few steps back and sized up the door.
She slipped the small ebony box into her shirt; the last thing she
needed was to damage that. She took a deep breath and ran at the
simple wooden door, throwing all her weight into it. It was like
hitting a wall as she bounced off it and hit the floor. She sat
there for a moment, rubbing her shoulder as she looked at the
opening. It didn’t feel like it, but she had managed to move the
door, if it was only a few inches. A little bit more and she may
even be able to squeeze through.

She took a few steps back and charged the door again,
throwing all her weight against the wooden obstacle. To her
surprise the door flew open without any resistance and what made
matters worse, was the fact that there was no floor on the other
side for her to land on, just another very large hole in the
ground. If she hadn’t managed to grab the door handle and hang on
for dear life, she would have been at the bottom of the hole
looking up. It wasn’t a great a drop, but if she had fallen in,
there was no chance of her getting out.

She swung her legs over to the far edge of the pit,
until her feet touched the stone floor. If she was a little taller
this would have been a lot easier. She had to push herself off the
door so that she was balanced on the very edge of the pit, slowly
backing away and pressing herself up against the wall to catch her
breath.

“How original, another pit. Don’t these people have
any imagination at all?” she exclaimed. At least she could see the
next door, which again worried her. This was too obvious. But then
again, maybe she was looking more into it than she really
should.

She took a step forward, and that step landed in a
very foul-feeling substance which brought back memories of mucking
out the stables back home. Whatever the substance was, it was
spread over the entire length of the corridor all the way up to the
far door, a distance of maybe twenty feet. It was like a heavy
slime that had the distinct odor of swamp mud, and the same
slippery consistency. It wasn’t much of a deterrent, but if it was
there just to slow her down, it worked.

She took another step, and sank into the slime as it
covered the top of her foot. The feeling was unbearable as it
seeped into her boot and as much as she wanted to just run to the
next door, she wouldn’t be able to move her feet fast enough, which
was probably to her advantage since, if she could run, she would be
sliding all over the place. She had to make sure one foot was
firmly on the ground before she could lift the other.

It was slow going, as she was forced to take each
step carefully. She had almost lost it once or possibly twice,
bracing herself against the wall for extra support. She had managed
to remain standing, until she got within four feet of the door. She
was just about to reach for it, when the floor suddenly shifted and
Kile went down hard.

“Great,” she cursed through clenched teeth as she
wiped the muck from her face. When she was able to get back to her
feet, she made a futile attempt at cleaning her hands on her pants,
but the ground shifted again, and again she found herself back in
the mud. It wasn’t until she started to get up for the second time
that she realized what was happening. Either the floor before her
was rising or the floor behind her was falling, but either way, the
corridor was tilting and she was slowly sliding backwards, away
from the door and towards the pit. Kile tried desperately to get to
her feet in the hopes that she could lunge for the door, but it was
too late. The door was already moving out of her reach and the muck
on the floor was just too slippery. She couldn’t gain any traction
and was losing ground fast as the angle of the corridor began to
increase. Kile was sliding backwards, towards the pit she only just
managed to avoid once. It didn’t look as if she was going to be as
successful the second time.

She tried to stop her descent, but it was no use. She
was completely covered in the foul smelling muck, and the more she
tried to slow herself down, the faster she appeared to be moving.
She was too small to brace herself against the walls, her arms just
weren’t long enough, and there were no ledges or cracks in the
floor that were wide enough to get her fingers or feet into. She
scrambled for the butter knife she tucked in her belt. It had
helped her out of the last pit; it should saver her from this
one.

Quickly wedging the knife into the crevice between
the stones, she managed to halt her decent just as her feet reached
the edge of the pit. Kile lay there in the muck, gripping the
small, now bent, butter knife. The utensil had served her well, but
it didn’t look like it was going to last much longer. She had hoped
that the floor would return to a horizontal position, but, if
anything, the opposite was true. The angel of the corridor was
slowly increasing. It would be impossible for it to go completely
vertical, but then it was impossible for an entire corridor to tilt
the way this one was. Whatever she was going to do, she would have
to do fast. The steeper the angle, the harder the climb.

Kile pulled the fork from her belt and wedged the
handle in the seam of the stone beside the knife. From that point
on, it became clear. She was going to have to climb her way out
using her breakfast utensils. She was sure this wasn’t covered in
any handbook. Maybe it was something she should think about writing
if it worked. “Survival with a Knife and Fork” by Kile Veller.

Shifting her weight to the fork, she reached up as
high as she could with the butter knife, wedging it into another
grout line. It took a few tries, and only when she was sure it
could hold her weight did she pulled herself up on the knife and
repeated the process with the fork. The steepness of the slope was
a hindrance, but it was better than trying to go straight up, and
the muck took away any problems of pulling herself along.

If she had thought walking through the slime was slow
going, this means of travel was worse. It took her the better part
of an hour to navigate up the corridor that she had just walked in
five minutes, by the time she reached the base of the door, she was
covered from head to foot with the foul smelling mess, and her arms
were screaming at her to just let go. It was a thought that had
crossed her mind more than once. How easy would it have been if she
just let go and slid down into the pit. She was sure the pit wasn’t
too deep. Six, maybe seven feet at the most. They were trying to
delay her, not kill her. But that would have been the easy way out,
and she was all for not taking the easy way out.

Kile struggled hand over hand until she was able to
look up at the door that leaned over her, the handle of which was
right over her head. There was only one way to reach it, and only
once chance.

She tested the knife and fork, making sure they could
hold her weight. She then pulled herself up, placing one foot on
the knife. With the last of her strength she pushed off, leaping up
towards the door handle and grabbing it with both hands, the knife
slipped out of its groove and went skittering down the corridor to
disappear over the. She was going to miss that butter knife. Kile
hung there for a moment, her hands, slick from the muck, were
starting to slip. She flicked the latch on the handle, but the door
remained closed.

Searching for a solid foot hold, she had to find
something she could use to reposition her weight. She found it when
she felt the fork, still wedged into the floor, under her foot. It
wasn’t nearly as sturdy as the knife, but it was enough that she
could push off and throw what little weight she had at the door.
The latch gave and the door swung open and Kile pulled herself into
the next room to collapse. She laid there for a few moments trying
to catch her breath and rest her arms. She wasn’t sliding so there
was no need to be moving just yet. She glanced back through the
open door to see what she already knew she would see. The corridor
was as flat and as true as it had been when she had first entered
through the far door, which was still open. The room was back to
normal, as it had always been, except for the bent fork that was
still stuck in the floor.
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Kile was still holding onto the small ebony box. She
hadn’t lost it and hadn’t broken it...at least no yet. It was too
small to hold anything of any great value, and what importance
could it hold to be entrusted to a cadet? Actually, not even a
cadet, not yet...maybe not ever. She was starting to have second
thoughts of whether this was all a good idea or not. She was
beginning to wonder if she had made a mistake. Did she really have
what it took to be a Hunter? Those lingering doubts were still
pounding away at her resolve. She was too far into it now to just
quit. If the fates had conspired against her then there was nothing
she could do about it, but if she failed, it wouldn’t be because
she quit.

She turned the box over in her hands and shook it,
but it remained silent. Whatever was inside was either wedged in
there really tight, or the box was empty. She was betting on empty.
It only made sense, what could you entrust to a would-be cadet as a
final exam, but an empty box with the specific instructions of not
to open it. It had to arrive intact, unopened and on time. She
could only guarantee that it would remain unopened. Everything else
was a bit out of her hands.

Kile was dusting off the last flakes of the drying
slime when she arrived at the next door. Her heart nearly stopped,
for there, above the door, was the grinning face of the oni. She
had thought she had left him back at the entrance to the Mystic’s
tower, but now here he was, still grinning at her with a distorted
mockery of her father’s face. She was determined not to look at it
as she grabbed the door handle, but one quick turn told her it
wasn’t going to be that easy. The door wouldn’t open. She threw her
weight into, still diverting her eyes from the oni, but the door
wouldn’t budge.

“What force and strength cannot get through, this
with a gentle touch can do.”

The hash raspy voice startled her as it echoed down
the corridor. She spun around, but there wasn’t anybody there.

“Who’s there?” She called out to the darkness. The
shadows were slowly closing in on her. Kile’s hands gripped the
small ebony box.

“I can be found where anything cannot lie. Dead men
feast upon me, but should the living they would surely die.”

“What? I...don’t understand,” she said to the
darkness.

It had to be one of the mystics, she thought, or was
that hoped, because the raspy voice didn’t sound as if it could
have come from anything human.

“You hear me before, yet you hear me once more.
Silent do I fall, until again you do call.”

“Okay,” she said slowly as she reached behind her for
the door handle, but it was still locked.

“Oh come on, you’re really not getting any of
these?”

Kile suddenly realized where the voice was coming
from. She slowly turned around and looked up, only to see that the
oni was now staring directly down at her.

“Did...you just say something?” she asked it, hoping
that it wouldn’t answer.

“Do you see anybody else here?” The grinning face
replied, although he wasn’t grinning that much now, he actually
looked a bit annoyed.

Kile took a step back.

“I...I need...to get through, could you please open
the door?” She asked as politely as she could, not really knowing
what else to do. It was not everyday one spoke to a stone effigy,
or at least not one that spoke back.

“What force and strength cannot get through, this
with a gentle touch can do.”

“Yeah, you said that already, but can you open the
door?”

If she didn’t know better, she would have sworn that
the oni rolled his eyes.

“Is it possible that they are getting dumber every
year?” He asked himself.

“What’s that supposed to mean,” she demanded, now
seizing the courage to take a step forward.

“Haven’t you ever heard of a riddle? What force and
strength cannot get through, this with a gentle touch can do,” it
shouted at her.

“Oh, I’m...I’m sorry. I...don’t know...I guess I give
up. What’s the answer?”

“That’s not how it works. You’re supposed to give me
the answer.”

“But I don’t know the answer.”

“That’s not my problem,” the oni replied with a smug
tone as he looked past her down the hall with the same expression
he had when she first encounter him.

Kile thought about it for a moment. She hated riddles
almost as much as she hated the mystic arts, and here they were
combined for her torment. If Leon was here, he would be able to
solve the oni’s riddles. Leon loved all sorts of puzzles and teased
Kile with them mercilessly. He would often tell her riddles and
never reveal their answers, and it used to drive her crazy.

This shouldn’t be that complicated, just something to
get the cadet thinking. She went back over the ones her brother
used to tell her, although none of them sounded anything like what
the oni was asking her. But when she broke it down in her mind, the
answer came quickly.

“A key,” she cried in triumph. “That’s the answer to
the riddle right? A key.”

“Oh, very good,” the oni replied, although his grin
was not one of admiration, but of contempt. “Maybe you’re not as
useless as some think you are.”

Hearing the word useless coming from the mockery of
her father’s face was something she hadn’t expected.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She demanded.

“Hit a nerve, did I?” The oni grinned.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“No, of course not,” it replied with a voice that was
more condescending now than anything else. “Useless...and a
liar.”

“I’m not a liar.”

“You don’t have to explain yourself to me, I
understand.”

“There’s nothing to understand, now open up so I can
finish the test.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“I answered your riddle, now you have to open up,
those are the rules.”

“Rules?” The oni laughed again and it was a strange,
harsh sounding laugh, like gravel being dropped into a wooden
bucket. “What do you know about rules? You don’t make the rules
here. All you did was figure out that you needed a key to open this
door.”

“Then where do I find this key?”

“Inside, of course.”

Inside what? She didn’t want to give the oni the
satisfaction of knowing that she was completely clueless as to what
he was talking about. This was just another riddle, and the only
solution she could come up with was the small ebony box. She lifted
it up and shook it, but it remained silent. If the key was inside,
the box wasn’t saying. The only way to know for sure would be to
open it. But if she opened it, she would fail the test.

“Not in there,” the oni rattled. “You take things too
literally.”

“Then where is it if it’s not in the box?”

“The key...is in...you.”

This was even more confusing. At least if it was in
the box it would have made some kind of sense, but how could the
key be inside her?

The oni sighed, if stone effigies could sigh.

“Only a Hunter can pass this door.”

“But I’m not a Hunter,” Kile replied.

“And you’ll never be one.”

Now the situation was making even less sense, if that
was possible. To pass through the oni’s door, she had to be a
Hunter, but she had to pass through the door to become a Hunter. As
far as Kile could tell, there was no answer to this particular
riddle.

“Useless,” the oni mumbled in mocking scorn. “You
should just give up and run back home. Marry that boy like your
father wanted you to do in the first place. Give up trying to
become something you obviously aren’t cut out to be. That is, if
you’re even allowed back home. What was it that your father told
you upon your departure?”

“Shut up,” Kile said through clenched teeth.

“It was a beautiful essay that you wrote the judges.
How much of that was actually true?”

“I said shut up!” Kile shouted this time and she
punctuated her command with a swift kick to the door. The pain shot
up her foot and she cursed. The oni just laughed his gravelly
laugh.

“I’m a stone carving above a door. Did you really
think that would hurt me, you foolish child?”

“It was worth a try,” she mumbled, mostly to
herself.

“What does man love more than life? Fear more than
death or mortal strife? What does the poor have that the rich
desire? What does the contented man require? What does the miser
spend and the squanderers save? What do all Hunters carry to their
grave? What do you need to open this door? What do you carry never
more?”

The oni recited the new riddle, with every line
louder than the last until the very walls seemed to shake and Kile
had to cover her ears. When he finished, she looked up at him.

“Never more? Isn’t that a little...well...corny?”

“Look, you foolish child, I’m trying to help you out.
What do you want on the spur of the moment? If you want great
poetry, visit the local library.”

“If you really want to help me, just give me the
answer, or at least just open the door.”

“Like I would really do that,” the oni huffed. “Think
about it child, what does man love more than life? What does he
fear more than death?”

“I don’t know...I guess there was supposed to be
things worse than death, maybe like...becoming a ghost or
something.”

“Oh please, now who’s being corny?”

“Well, I don’t know.”

“What does the poor have that the rich desire?”

“Happiness,” Kile exclaimed.

“Happiness?” the oni shot back. “You don’t really
think wealthy people aren’t happy, or better yet, do you think poor
people are happier? You’re not thinking.”

“I’m trying, I just don’t know. I can’t think of
anything. As far as I know, there’s nothing that poor people have
that rich people want.”

“Thank you,” the oni replied with a shout to the
ceiling.

“For what?”

“For the answer.”

“I said there was...” Kile stopped when she realized
what it was she had said.

“Exactly,” the oni replied as he read the
comprehension on her face.

That was the problem with riddles, Kile thought. When
she didn’t know the answers she felt foolish, and when she finally
figured them out, she still felt foolish.

“What do all Hunter’s carry to their grave?” The oni
asked.

“Nothing,” Kile replied.

“What do you need to open this door?”

“Nothing?”

“Leave your burdens, your bags and your past behind.
If you truly wish to become a Hunter, you must go to your end with
nothing.”

It seemed like a strange concept, but she was willing
to play along if it got her past the door. Kile closed her eyes and
reached for the handle. She wasn’t sure how she was supposed to
leave all her burdens behind, it didn’t seem like something she
could physically do, so she was relieved when she heard the door
click and felt it swing open. She clutched the small ebony box
tighter in her hand as she passed once again under the oni.

“What can be swallowed, but can also swallow you?”
the oni asked after her.

Kile stopped. Was this another test, she wondered as
she slowly looked above the door, she had just passed through. She
was grateful to see that the oni wasn’t on this side as well.

“It’s...ah…”

“Pride,” the oni shouted in exasperation. “You can
swallow your pride or you can be swallowed by it. It’s supposed to
be a warning not to let your head get too big.”

“Look who’s talking,” she shouted back.

“Foolish child,” the oni grumbled as the door slammed
shut and locked behind her.

She could only hope that that was the last she’d be
seeing of him.

She arrived at the next door without incident, which
meant that she either blindly avoided the trap for this area, or
she was at the end of the test. She reached for the door, but
stopped as her hands closed on the knob. This door was similar, if
not the same as, the door she had just passed through. Fortunately,
there was no oni grinning down at her, unless this was the opposite
sided of that door. Did she somehow get turned around? Did they
manage to turn her around? They wouldn’t put her through that
again. She turned the knob and gave it a gently push.

The door swung open with ease, which she was grateful
for, and instead of a pit or a foul tempered oni, there was a short
flight of stairs leading down to a large, dimly lit room. From what
she could see, nothing looked out of place or suspicious, which
meant everything was suspicious. She couldn’t afford to let her
guard down at this point in the game, not if she wanted to get out
in one piece. Whatever the mystics had in store for her as the last
obstacle, it would have to be far worse than the ones before. At
least that was the way she had figured it.

Kile tapped the top step with her foot, when she was
sure it was solid and safe enough, she set the rest of her weight
down upon it. There was a loud snap, and before she could react,
the step swung down, creating a short steep ramp that sent her
rolling head over heels down into the room below where she hit the
floor, hard. The small ebony box, still tucked inside her shirt,
drove itself into her ribs. It brought back vivid images of her
dream about the female with the metal weapon as it cut into her
side, the stains upon her fur, the throbbing in her ears, the smell
of copper, the taste of blood.

“RUN!” she screamed as she opened her eyes, but she
was alone.

There were no wolves, they had long fled. All that
remained was the pain in her side, and the sickening taste in her
mouth. She slowly reached up to push the hair from her eyes, and
her hand came away painted in blood. She had hit the ground a lot
harder than she had first thought. Did she knock herself out she
wondered, and if she did, how long had she been out for?

Kile quickly got back to her feet, which was not the
best thing to do with a head injury. The room started spinning
wildly and she fell against the wall before sliding back down to
the floor. She closed her eyes until she was sure the room had
stopped moving. She reached into her shirt, thinking she was going
to be pulling out the splintered remains of the ebony box she had
just landed on, but the box was still intact. What really annoyed
her was that there wasn’t a mark on it. She may not have broken the
box, but it nearly broke her. It could have at least had the
decency to be scratched or dented.

The way she had come was no longer accessible, not
that she had any intentions of turning back, but this was a sure
enough way of saying ‘you can’t go back.’ She couldn’t climb that
steep slope even if she still had the little butter knife. Was this
just a simple parting shot or had she finally gotten careless and
fallen into one of the traps?

Kile undid her makeshift pouch. The only things she
had left were the wedge of cheese, some rolls, and of course, the
cloth napkin. She wasn’t very hungry, but she ate one of the rolls,
and the napkin would serve a purpose as she wrapped it around her
head. The wound wasn’t bleeding much, but she couldn’t tell how bad
it was without looking at it, and it was always better to be safe
than sorry.

She got to her feet, slowly this time, and surveyed
the room. It was large and it was empty, which pretty much
described most of the places in the mystic tower. The room wrapped
around itself, more like a large horseshoe hallway rather than a
true room, and as she rounded the corner, she found something she
hadn’t expected to see.

It might not have been a dragon’s hoard, as there was
nowhere near that much treasure, or so the stories would lead one
to believe, but it was more wealth than she had ever seen in one
place in her entire life. There were open chests of gold and silver
against one wall, and on the other were scattered fineries such as
silks and jewelry, golden goblets and silver plates. She stood
there in awe of the riches that were laid out before her and
thought of the possibilities. Any one of these items could feed her
family for the next ten, maybe even twelve, years. The wealth would
go a long way to rebuilding the farm, her father could buy the land
from Oric Tallon outright, and she wouldn’t have to marry Pordist.
He may even go as far as to acknowledge that she had done something
right and allow her to return home.

There was nothing in the rules that said she couldn’t
leave the test with a little extra in her pocket. The problem was,
what little extra should she take? Silver was good, but gold was
better, although you could stuff all your pockets and still want
more. Jewelry was probably the easiest to carry and conceal and was
usually worth more than its weight in gold, but you would have to
be an expert, or at least more knowledgeable in the jeweler’s craft
than she was, to know what was worth it and what was worthless. She
could just as easily pick out a worthless piece of glass as she
could pick out a priceless gem.

As Kile looked around the individual piles, she spied
one piece off on its own. In the center of the room was a red ruby
the size of her fist. Even she could see the value in that piece,
and it was small enough that she could tuck it away inside her
tunic without it slowing her down.

She approached it cautiously, still weary of any
traps that might have been laid for the prospective thief, and it
wasn’t until she stood right in front of it that she was convinced
there was nothing out of the ordinary, nothing to prevent her from
taking the ruby. In fact, the ruby appeared to be brighter and more
dazzling than before. It was almost calling out to her, begging to
be taken from this dark hole beneath the ground into the light of
day.

She was just reaching from the gem when a small brown
mouse shot out from behind one of the chests. It ran across her
path and through a small crack in the wall on the opposite side.
Kile jumped back, and in spite of herself, actually shrieked. It
wasn’t that she was afraid of mice. She had never harbored any such
fears. It was just the sudden appearance of one completely caught
her off guard, at least that was what she told herself. She had not
seen any sign of life since the test started, that is if you don’t
count the oni, and she wasn’t sure if he was actually alive or not,
so to have something running past her like that was a bit
unexpected. She scolded herself for being so jumpy, and when her
heart stopped racing, she reached for the ruby again, and again the
mouse made its appearance. It shot out from the hole in the wall
and this time ran over her left foot before disappearing behind one
of the chests. Kile still jumped back, but this time she refrained
from making any noises.

“What is the matter with you?” she asked the mouse,
although the mouse wasn’t there at the time, so she was actually
addressing the chest of gold. When she received no answer from
either chest or mouse she just shook her head in disbelief and
reached for the gem again, and again the mouse came running out
from its hiding place. This time it didn’t go for her, it went for
the ruby. As the mouse struck the gem there was a sudden flash of
red light that engulfed the small rodent who suddenly stopped, but
not just stopped, it appeared to actually freeze in mid stride.

Kile quickly withdrew her outstretched hand and took
a few steps back to examine the situation a little more carefully.
She even got down on her hands and knees to look at the scene from
the rodent’s point of view. What she found confused her even more.
The mouse had indeed stopped in mid stride and was not moving, not
even to draw a breath. It looked like a little taxidermy
project.

The mouse had been moving up to the point that it
came in contact with the ruby, therefore, she reasoned, the ruby
had to be the trap. Kile looked around the room. She needed
something to separate the mouse from the gem. She couldn’t just
leave the poor thing there, it had, after all, sacrificed itself
for her.

Her first thought was to use one of the golden
goblets since they were close at hand, and she was actually
reaching for it before she stopped herself. What if everything of
value in the room produced the same effect or possibly worse? It
was a sure enough way to stop a thief, but more likely it would
guarantee she would fail the test. That meant nothing in this room
could be trusted, anything could be a potential trap. The only
things she could trust was the stuff she was carrying, which were
limited to a wedge of cheese, a few rolls and of course, the small
ebony box.

She took out one of the rolls and balanced it in her
hand. It had a good weight and was fairly stale as she curled her
finger around it.

“Sorry about this little guy, but I don’t know what
else to do,” she said as she threw the roll at the mouse. It was
like skipping stones across the lake or playing marbles, or
possibly a combination of both. The gem went one way, the mouse
went the other and the roll shot down the center. When everything
came to a rest, she ran over to the mouse and picked it up gently.
There was no motion or life within it. She feared that the gem had
actually killed it, or possibly turned it to stone, or maybe the
stale roll had done it in, but as suddenly as the mouse had
stopped, it started moving again.

“Whoa, easy there, I’m not going to hurt you,” she
said as the mouse struggled to escape. She gently set it back on
the ground. The moment its feet touched the stone floor it was off
again. It shot across the floor and between the chests of gold and
was gone. There didn’t appear to be anything wrong with him. Kile
took the wedge of cheese from her tunic and placed it between the
two chests. Whether the mouse knew it or not, it had saved her
life, well, maybe not her life. There wasn’t anything really life
threatening about the test, but if she had picked up that gem, she
would have been frozen there instead of the mouse and there wasn’t
anyone around with a large enough roll to throw at her. That would
have been the end of the test. You can’t finish in time if you
can’t move.

Kile looked around the room one last time, she wasn’t
sure if the other items were equally as enchanted, but she wasn’t
going to take any chances. She may have briefly seen what she
thought was the solution to her problems, but she also saw the
folly in it. Nothing comes that easy without a price. It was the
trap of temptation and she had almost fallen for it. She was
beginning to second guess her motives. Was this what the oni meant
by being swallowed by her pride? The thought of returning home
after stealing victory from the edge of defeat was
intoxicating.

She followed the room around to a wide door that was
already open, the red ruby sitting silently against the jam. It was
still a very tempting item as it sparkled in the shadow of the
door. She was starting to think of a way around the enchantment and
even began to move towards the ruby when she caught herself. Was
she that naive or just that foolish? There must be other
enchantments on the ruby, something to make it more desirable she
told herself, it was either that or she really was being foolish.
She left the treasures behind without looking back.

No sooner had she entered the next room than she
heard the sound of stone grinding on stone with such forced that it
stopped her cold. She quickly looked around for anything out of
place, anything that looked as if it would fall on her or out from
under her. From where she was standing the room looked solid
enough, and surprisingly quiet enough. At first she thought maybe
she was hearing thing, maybe she was getting a little jumpy. There
was no sound whatsoever, nothing. It was almost eerie when she
thought about it. She hadn’t really noticed the silence before now
since she was too busy avoiding traps, but now that she was
actually listening to it, she found it a tad bit uncomfortable. She
took a step and as she did the sound filled the room once again.
How she ever entertained the notion that it was a figment of her
imagination was beyond her as the noise vibrated through the stone
floor. It was definitely something heavy and not that far away.
With every step the young girl took the sound of the stone grinding
got louder, it wasn't until she turned the corner did she find the
source of the noise.

Two of the largest doors, she had ever seen,
dominated the far wall, towering over the room. Each one had to be
over thirty feet in height and as wide as three men lying down.
They were comprised of the same stone that formed the walls, and
had they been closed, they would have been impossible to open.
Giving the grandeur of the size, this had to mark the end of the
test. She had finally made it. Of course, she had believed that
about the last two tests and had been proven wrong.

Kile took the small ebony box from her shirt. It was
still in one piece, it hadn’t been opened, and it looked as if she
was going to get it to its destination on time.

She started towards the opening, and as she did the
grinding got louder and the large stone doors began to move. It was
hard to see what was happening in the dimly lit room, but it wasn’t
hard to figure it out. The doors were starting to close. She must
be running out of time, which meant she had less time to finish the
exam than she had originally thought. Kile began to pick up speed
as she ran towards the exit, but the faster she ran the faster the
doors began to close. She was about half way home when her foot
caught on a rough section of the floor and she found herself
sailing through the air and coming down hard on her knees The ebony
box sprung from her hands and bounced across the floor. The doors
were now about three quarters of the way closed when everything
stopped. The eerie silence returned.

She kept still, waiting for the door to start closing
again, but nothing happened. The doors were no longer moving, the
box was no longer moving, and she was no longer moving. Kile held
her breath and slowly began to crawl towards the box, always
keeping one eye on the large stone doors. She was getting closer
and still the doors remained silent. It didn’t make much sense, but
she wasn’t going to question it. When she reached the box she
picked it up and gave it a quick once over. There didn’t appear to
be any damage done, which really didn’t surprise her much. At this
point she was beginning to believe that nothing short of a dragon’s
breath would destroy it. She clutched the box against her chest,
took another deep breath and began to inch her way forward, as she
did the familiar sound filled the air and the doors began to close
again. When she stopped, they stopped.

This was starting to get weird, she thought as she
set the box down and took a few steps towards the stone doors. To
her relief, the doors didn’t move. She took a few more steps and
still the large stone doors remained quiet. She went back to
retrieve the small ebony box, but this time when she advanced
forward, the doors started closing again. She quickly retreated.
Unfortunate the doors didn’t open any wider. She had to think as
she sat on the floor and stared at the only exit from the room.

The choices were clear, but the outcomes weren’t very
optimistic. Her first option was to make a run for it. She could
try to get the small ebony box past the large stone doors, but the
closer she got the box to the doors, the faster they closed. It was
her belief that should the box ever reach the threshold, the doors
would be completely closed no matter how fast she could run. The
doors closed as quickly or as slowly as the box approached, which
would ultimately leave her sealed in the room with the box.
Therefore, she would be unable to get the box to its destination,
which means she would be unable to make her delivery and ultimately
fail the test.

Option two wasn’t any better. She could take whatever
was in the small ebony box out and leave the box behind. That way
she could make her delivery, should the doors only be effected by
the presence of the container and not by the contents.
Unfortunately, she would still fail the test, since she would have
to open the box to get the contents out, and opening the box was
against the rules. The final option was even more unacceptable,
that was where she would have to leave the small ebony box and its
contents behind. She would be able to get out, but she would be
unable to make her delivery and she would fail, it also lacked any
sense of professionalism.

This was definitely a no-win situation. No matter how
she played it out, she would fail, which appeared to be how the
test was designed. It really came down to what the judges wanted to
see. If it was honor they were looking for, she should get sealed
in with the box. Then she would be the Hunter that refused to
abandon her task, no matter how hopeless it appeared. Of course, if
it was ingenuity they were looking for, then she should open the
box and remove the contents. That way, she would be the Hunter that
would do anything to overcome her obstacles, and she kind of liked
the idea of that. If it was self-preservation they wanted to see,
then she should leave the box behind and finish the journey without
it. The third option didn’t really sound like something a true
Hunter would do. The Hunter that abandoned her task to save her own
ass wasn’t something you wanted to be known for. So it really came
down to two options. Option one, the choice of honor, or option
two, the choice of ingenuity.

Kile decided to take option “D”, when in doubt, none
of the above.

She set the small ebony box down at the closest point
she could to the stone doors without setting them off again. It was
a risk leaving the box behind, but she needed something to mark the
location and the box was all she had left. There really wasn’t any
danger since the only things she had seen in the past couple of
hours was a single mouse and a talking stone head, and she could
hardly consider either one of those a threat. She started back
towards the treasure room.

The treasure room door hadn’t closed behind her as
she thought it would have, which meant that her plan might just
work after all. The door was as she had left it. The room was as
she had left it. Of course it was only twenty minutes ago. There
was only one thing out of place; the small wedge of the cheese was
gone. There was a little brown mouse eating well somewhere, but it
wasn’t the mouse she was concerned with now, it was the gem she
needed. Not so much for its value but for its side effects.

The ruby sat silently against the door jam and wasn’t
as bright as it had been before, nor was it as tempting. She had no
desire to pick up, and she didn’t see it as the answer to all of
her problems. Could it be that the gem’s enchantment had been
broken upon her leaving the room? That would be a problem she could
ill afford, and one she couldn’t really test without trying out her
plan.

There really wasn’t much of a choice. This had to be
what they wanted her to do. Why else would they set it up this way?
If this didn’t work, she was going to look like the biggest fool
that ever took the Hunter’s entry examinations. There was going to
be a lot of happy people pointing fingers saying, “I told you so,
girls can’t be Hunters, especially not that one.”

She paced off about five steps, took a deep breath
and ran up to the gem, kicking it with all her might. It was like
being struck by lightning, or what she though being struck by
lighting must feel like. It was a shocking pain that started at the
tip of her toe and ran all the way up to the top of her head,
locking up every joint and muscle in her body along the way until
she was completely immobilized. It was surprising how much it
actually hurt. She hadn’t counted on that, which was going to make
the rest of this plan all that much harder.

She wasn’t able to move, but she was able to see, and
she watched as the gem bumped off the jam and slid through the
threshold, coming to a rest some distance on the opposite side of
the door. Now she just had to wait, it wasn’t as if she had much of
a choice. Her first assumption was correct, that there was a delay
before the paralysis took hold. It was enough of a delay that she
was able to kick the gem across the floor and far enough away from
her that she was no longer in range of its enchantment, that
strange stasis field. She just wasn’t sure how long it took for the
effects to wear off. If the effects wore off. They did for the
mouse, but then that was a mouse.

It started in the opposite direction. First she was
able to blink her, and then she was able to turn her head. She
could feel the movements slowly returning in her joints, and
although she was a little stiff when she took her first step, by
the third or fourth the immobilization had completely worn off,
except for the tingling pain that it left behind. She was going to
be sore when this was over, she thought as she approached the gem
again.

She wasn’t looking forward to this shot, now that she
knew what to expect, although she was developing a bit more respect
for that little brown mouse as she lined herself up again. This
shot was going to be a lot trickier. In order to do this in as few
attempts as possible, she would have to bank it off the left wall
to get it around the corner. This would be an interesting game if
it didn’t hurt so much, she thought as she paced off the five
steps. With a running kick, she sent the gem flying into the next
room. She hadn’t really thought about what would happen when the
gem hit the side of the wall at that speed, not until after the
paralysis took over and then she could only watch as it flew out
into the darkness. She heard it the ring off the far wall, but lost
track of it soon after.

The pain seemed to be worse this time around, and the
paralysis took longer to wear off, probably because she hadn’t
recovered from it the last time. Her first steps were wobbly and
she had to brace herself against the wall as she stumbled forward.
Kile shook her arms and rubbed her legs, trying to get both the
stiffness and the tingling out, but it was her head the hurt the
most. It was like sitting down for a long period of time and having
your leg fall asleep, only it was her entire body that radiated the
pins and needles feeling.

As she turned the corner, she found that the gem
wasn’t where she had hoped it would be. It was far too close to the
opposite wall. It must have lost too much momentum as it hit the
wall head on. The angle of impact was way off. There was no way she
could move it to a better position, not now anyway. There was no
way of gauging how far the enchantment spread. She would just have
to play it where it lay. It would be a tricky shot but she had no
other option.

Kile took a deep breath and paced the floor, trying
to work out the last of the stiffness. She could finish this in one
shot if she could hit it just right, but even if she did, there was
no guarantee that it would even work. The theory was sound, she
just had to put it into practice. If she thought about it for too
long she would start to doubt herself, and if she doubted herself
she was bound to screw up. That was how it usually happened. She
knew what had to be done and how to do it, but once she started to
second guess herself, once she began to doubt her own abilities,
once she started to over think things everything went wrong, and
this was one time she couldn’t let that happen.

Without giving herself time to back out, Kile ran up
to the gem and delivered one final kick. Unfortunately, the gem
didn’t quite go the way she had intended it to go. It bounced off
the wall, skidded across the floor and hit the small ebony box.
What were the odds? In hindsight, she realized, as she stood
motionless, watching the disaster unfold before her, that she
should probably have moved the small ebony box. Of course the box
was moving now, as was the gem and the doors. The only thing that
wasn’t moving was Kile.

The gem outpaced the box, which was a good thing, as
it slid towards the opening, but the box was moving at a fairly
good speed and so were the doors. They came together rather
abruptly with a horrifying noise that sounded as if the stone was
screaming. As the left hand door swung, it caught the gem and
dragged it along for a few feet before it took hold, but the
enchantment field of the gem wasn’t large enough to affect the
entire door, just the bottom right hand corner which eventually
caused the door to crack. The hinge mechanism protested this
obstruction, and with a shriek that sounded a lot like a cat’s tail
being stepped on, it exploded. The thirty-foot stone door, now
severely damaged, shifted enough to pull down the left door jam as
well as a good section of the wall. The right hand door, which was
still closing, caught the left hand door, which was now completely
out of alignment. This only made matters worse as the tops of the
doors shattered on impact.

All this time, Kile could only stand motionless and
watch as the left hand door began to fall. In fact, the entire
door, as well as the rest of the wall, was coming down...towards
her. Kile willed herself to move as she felt the effects of the
paralysis slowly start to wear off, but all she managed was to fall
to her knees. She began to crawl, pulling herself towards the exit,
trying to work out the last of the stiffness in her legs as a large
chunk of the ceiling over the door gave way. It came down with a
loud crash, shaking the floor and filling the room with dust and
debris making it harder for her to see the exit

“I hope they don’t make me pay for this,” she said a
she staggered to her feet.

She spotted the small ebony box beside the right hand
door, still ten feet from the opening, which meant she would have
to carry it ten more feet before she was out of the room, and there
was no telling how the doors would react to that. With the last
ounce of will she possessed, she forced her legs to run, grabbing
the small ebony box without breaking stride and aimed for the only
opening she could see through the dust cloud. As the box neared the
threshold, she could hear the doors move, or at least they tried.
The left hand door was the first to go as it finally collapsed
under its own weight that sounded as if the entire mystic tower was
coming down around her ears. The right hand door was soon to
follow, and Kile didn’t wait around to see where it would fall as
she threw herself through the opening. There was a loud explosion
behind her and the hallway was choked with dust as she hit the
floor. She quickly got to her feet and stumbled blindly forward, as
far away from the destruction as she could get. The dust was too
thick. She was finding it hard to breathe, and her mouth was full
of dirt. She had to get out of the hall as quickly as possible.
Unable to see where she was heading, she walked into a dead end.
Cursing herself, she felt blindly around the walls until she found
the knob of a door. She quickly threw it open, not caring what was
on the other side, and threw herself into the room beyond, pushing
the door closed behind her as she tried to catch her breath. She
laid on the floor clutching the box against her chest as she
coughed up the last of the dust. When she was finally able to see
she risked looking around the room. She was back in her cell, with
her cot and her short legged table. She was right back where she
started.
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Erin Silvia clutched the stack of papers she was
carrying as she walked through the dark halls of the Mystic’s
tower. It was quiet now, and the hallways appeared to be deserted,
but she knew appearances were deceiving. The tower was never
deserted, there was always somebody there, always somebody
watching, waiting to step out of the shadows, or through a wall, or
even out of thin air itself. This was not a place for the paranoid
or those with a weak heart.

It had been a long time since she had last visited
these halls, back when she took the entry examination nearly
eighteen years ago. A lot had changed since then, but not the
tower, not the test. She hated the examination, hated the little
surprises, the little twists and turns that were inflicted upon her
when she was trying to become a cadet. She was never able to tell
what was part of the test, and what wasn’t. What was reality and
what was all in her mind, and in the end, whether or not it really
mattered. She had come to terms with a lot of what the test had
taught her, about herself and about the people around her, but that
was only now that she was a Hunter. Back then, when she was just
starting out, none of it made any sense, and she could see the same
looks on the faces of those kids. They were as confused and as
scared as she was when she took the exam. Well, maybe not as
scared, not all of them anyway. Only one could really know what she
had gone through, because she was going through it now, and it hurt
Erin to know what was in store for Kile. Like Erin, Kile had the
added burden of being the only girl taking the exam this year. It
was definitely a boy’s only club and she was the interloper, but
that wasn’t the only thing Kile had going against her. Unlike Erin,
Kile’s negatives were more numerous, even if she didn’t realize
them all. Things were changing in the Guild. Some would say the
changes were long overdue, some would say they were for the better,
but not Erin. She saw the changes, and she didn’t like the
direction the Guild was going, and this new order, this new Guild
was someplace someone like Kile would never fit in.

If only she could talk to the child, give her some
support. Let her know that she wasn’t alone, that somebody
somewhere understood what she was going through. It would have
meant the world to Erin if there was somebody like that; somebody
she could have talked to back then, but the Guild had forbidden it.
Erin was not to have any contact with Kile Veller during the
examination, or her stay at the Academy, assuming she was able to
pass, and assuming that they would let her pass. It was the Guild’s
policy that all cadets, regardless of status, race or belief would
be treated equally, and if Kile was going to make it as a Hunter,
she would have to make it like any other cadet. But that was the
problem. It wouldn’t be like any other cadet. She would be
carefully watched, her every move would be dissected, her every
decision would be questioned, and when the time came, they would
find a way to get rid of her. They would either find a reason, some
loophole to expel her from the Academy, or they would force her to
take the walk. Either way they would get rid of her. They had tried
it with Erin when she first started as a cadet, but she was able to
keep up with the boys, she was able to match them blow for blow,
run them mile for mile. There was no way she was going down that
path. Although there were moments she had wanted to, moments she
had seriously considered it, but she held out. Could Kile?

Even Erin was not foolish enough to believe that Kile
was on the same physical level as any of the boys. She was smaller
than they were, weaker than they were, but she had a stubborn
streak, which was clear from the test. If she could harness that,
there was no stopping the girl.

Erin turned the corner and ran into the back of a
tall, dark form standing in the middle of the hallway. The
unexpected presence startled her as she dropped her papers and
leapt back against the wall, reaching for the sword that she wasn’t
wearing.

“Oh...I’m sorry, how clumsy of me,” the man said as
he slowly turned around.

“Sir...you scared the life out of me,” Erin replied,
catching her breath. She started to collect the papers from the
floor.

“I am sorry,” Mathew Latherby apologized as he
stooped to help her. “I seemed to have gotten...lost.”

How was it that the head of the Guild could get lost
so easily? Erin wondered. One would think that with the title of
Guild Master, they would be able to find just about anything they
were looking for.

“Are you going to the evaluations?” she asked.

“Evaluations?”

“Yes...the applicants for the Academy, we have to
evaluate their performances.”

“Oh...yeah, that right, that was where I was
going...do we have to go?”

“What?” She asked, looking up, she had been trying to
sort out her papers and wasn’t sure if she had heard him
correctly.

“Can’t we just let them all in this year?”

“Sir, you know we can’t do that. There are some that
just don’t have the qualifications to become a Hunter. Better to
find out now than later.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right,” Mathew replied,
looking a bit disappointed. Erin just shook her head and sighed.
How he ever got to be the head of the Guild was beyond her. He
wasn’t a foolish man, he just had no idea what was going on.

“So, what do you think?” he asked her as they started
to walk.

“Think...think about what?” she asked. It was
difficult to carry on a conversation with the man. He had a knack
for changing the subject without letting anyone know, and it was
impossible to follow his thread of logic. One moment he could be
discussing the rising threat of open war in the west, and with the
next breath be talking about how well his begonias were
blooming.

“Oh, come on, Erin, you know.”

“No, sir, I really don’t.”

“The Veller girl,” he said with an impish grin.

Why did he want to know about her? She wondered. But
then, everyone wanted to know about her. Whether or not there was
going to be another female Hunter in the making. It was the hottest
topic throughout the Guild, and members were already laying down
bets on how long she would last.

“Well...if you’re asking about her performance, I
think she would make a …good Hunter,” Erin replied, muting her own
personal opinion. If she knew what was good for Kile, she would
have to be as detached as possible. If she showed even the
slightest interest in the girl’s well being, it could be
misconstrued as favoritism, and that would get them both into hot
water. It took her a moment to realize that Mathew had stopped
walking and was staring at the back of her head. She slowly turned
around.

“That’s it...a...good...Hunter,” he said with his
hands on his hips. He appeared a bit annoyed. As Guild Master he
had a voice in the evaluations. Kile could easily be denied
acceptance on his word alone.

“Well, yeah...I think she would make a...pretty
good...Hunter.”

“A pretty good Hunter. My dear, you are talking about
the only cadet that managed to destroy a section of the Mystic’s
tower during the examination.”

That’s not fair! She wanted to shout, but what came
out was. “Well...yeah, there is that…”

Mathew stood there, staring at her, his face looking
grim, until he cracked that impish smile.

“I think she would make an exceptional Hunter,” he
said with a laugh. “Personally, I can’t wait to see what she does
at the Academy. Of course we may have to set some of the budget
aside for repairs...you know, just in case.”

“I don’t think that’s likely to happen again,
sir.”

“You don’t...pity that. I was hoping for an
interesting year,” Mathew replied with a shrug, and as quickly as
the topic came up, it died as he started down the hall again.

Erin stared after him. “Sir...sir this way to the
evaluations,” she said, grabbing his arm and turning him around.
“So...I take it that you plan on accepting her bid to the
Academy.”

“Well, of course I am,” he replied. “If nothing else,
it will really annoy Master Boraro as well as Oblum, not to mention
those Sons of Terrabin.”

“They’re not so keen on having her there.”

“That’s putting it mildly, but then they didn’t want
you there either, don’t you remember?”

How could she forget? Back then, Oblum was the
Weapon’s Master, the second highest position at the Academy. The
first day on the field he walked up to her, looked down at her and
said, “I will see you out of this Academy, if it’s the last thing I
do.” If truth were told, it was one of the greatest motivational
speeches she had ever received from him. That was nearly eighteen
years ago. In a way he did see her leave the Academy, but only
through the western gate when she graduated, and it wasn’t the last
thing he did. He went on to become the headmaster of the Academy.
Empty promises, she thought.

“I hope they don’t start the evaluations without us,”
Mathew said, pulling her back from her memories.

“What...Oh, no sir, I don’t think they will, well,
not without you there at any rate. I’m a different story. I’m sure
Garret wouldn’t be too disappointed if I didn’t show up.”

“Yes, he wasn’t too happy when I choice you for the
panel.”

“You did, sir? I thought it was the council’s
choice.”

“Child...I am the council.” Mathew grinned, and it
wasn’t the grin of a foolish, forgetful man, it was the grin of
someone that knew exactly what he was doing. Was he really as much
of an idiot as people thought he was?

“Sir, why did you choose me?”

He looked at her and that grin never left his face as
he reached past her for the door.

“Looks like we’re here,” he said as he waved her
in.

“Finally!” bellowed the all too familiar voice from
inside the room.

Garret Boraro was sitting at the head of a rather
long table, a pile of papers and a few books stacked up before him.
A large tanker, which Erin knew was filled with ale, was within
easy reach. The clunk of his chair broke the silence as he leaned
forward. He was glad to see Mathew, if only because it meant he
could get the evaluations started, but he was not so glad to see
Erin. It was clear by the look on the man’s face that he had
misgivings about her being on the panel. He had not forgotten that
day, back when Erin bested him in combat during the year of the
Gathering. Now he was the Weapons Master, a position, by all
rights, which should have gone to her, but politics prevailed. Not
that she would have taken the position if it had been offered to
her.

“Erin,” he said in acknowledgement.

“Garret,” she replied, setting her own stack of paper
down on the table, and taking the seat that was not only opposite
him, but as far away from him as she could get.

“This is fairly routine. You don’t really need to be
here if there is...something else...that needs your attention.”

“Nothing that I can think of,” she replied.

There were three other people sitting at the table,
and none of them looked all that thrilled to be there. Erin knew
them, if not personally, then by reputation. On Garret’s left hand
was Carl West, a slim but muscular young man with short sandy blond
hair and icy blue eyes. He wasn’t a Hunter, but an ex- soldier of
the Lunvalt Guard, and he sat up straight with his hand clasped
before him on the table like the good soldier he was. He had been
Garret’s assistant ever since Garret had taken over the post of the
Weapons Master at the Academy and he had no ambition of ever
advancing beyond that point. Sitting beside him was Robert
Folkstaff, the Academy’s wilderness survival instructor. Folkstaff
was the polar opposite to West. He had long reddish brown hair that
was pulled back in a ponytail and a beard that had been braided
into two long strands that were tied off with beads. A large felt
hat was pulled down over his eyes. He leaned back in his chair, his
arms folded over his chest. He appeared to be half asleep, but then
he always appeared to be half asleep. Unlike West, Folkstaff was a
certified Level One Hunter.

On Garrets right hand side was Steven Bells, a
certified Level Two Hunter and a known member of the Sons of
Terrabin, as well as a close friend to Garret, as far as Erin knew.
Like her, he held no position at the Academy. He was there simply
to evaluate the new cadets. It was policy to have a cross
representation of members on the panel. Mathew Latherby took the
empty seat beside Bells.

“Then we’re all here,” Garret said, situating himself
in his chair. “I suppose we should begin.”

“The mystic is not here,” Folkstaff replied from
under the brim of his hat.

“Do we need the mystic?” West asked. There was a note
of disdain in the man’s voice. Being an ex-soldier, he had very
little knowledge of the mystic arts and therefore a strong
distrust.

“Of course we do,” Bells replied. He had a soft
whispering voice that sounded more like the hiss of a snake than
the speech of man, “He is the only one that can determine whether
or not a cadet has the Hunter’s Edge.”

“I thought we weeded those out already,” Garret
remarked.

“Those were candidates who didn’t show any real
talent in the arts. It is the mystic’s job to evaluate whether
those that posses abilities can be honed to the right
specifications,” Folkstaff added.

“Well, there are a few we can discuss while we wait
for the mystic to grace us with his presence,” Garret grumbled as
he took the first folder from the top of his pile and tossed it in
the center of the table. “We might as well get this over with.”

“Get what over with?” Erin asked, although she had a
feeling she knew where this was heading.

“Kile Veller, of course. I’m sure we’re all wondering
whether or not she has what it takes to be a Hunter.”

“Ah yes, the little girl,” Bells said. He picked up
the folder and flipping through the pages with very little interest
before tossing it back. “I think this one’s pretty clear. She is
just not cut out to be a Hunter.”

‘I agree,” Garret added. “She clearly does not have
the mental or physical disposition to be a Hunter.”

“I disagree,” Erin replied as she pulled out her own
papers. “I think she’s exactly what the Hunter’s are looking for.
She has a keen insight, an intelligent mind, and the desire.”

“Intelligence and desire aren’t enough if you’re
dead,” Garret remarked.

“Intelligence and desire can keep you from death,”
Folkstaff pointed out. “If used correctly.”

Both Garret and Erin looked over at Folkstaff. It
wasn’t clear if the sleeping man was just making a statement or
choosing a side. This was going to be a debate, they both knew it,
but neither one of them could push it. If Garret forced the issue
to have her removed, it would appear to be prejudiced, if Erin
forced to have her admitted, it would appear to be biased. They
stared at each other across the table.

“What are we discussing?” Mathew asked.

Now they both looked at the Guild Master.

“Whether or not Kile Veller has the proper
qualifications to be a Hunter.”

“Oh...okay,” Mathew replied as he leaned back in his
chair and waited.

“Well?” Garret asked.

“Well, what?

“Does she or doesn’t she?” Erin finished the
question.

“Who?”

“Kile Veller,” they shouted in unison.

“Oh...darling child...darling child.”

Garret took a long drink from his tanker as Erin
dropped her head onto her papers. This was going to be a very long
debate.

“Sir,” she said, taking a deep breath and remaining
calm. “Do you...think...that Kile Veller has the proper
qualifications to be a Hunter?” she asked.

“Oh...is that what we’re discussing?”

“Yes, that’s what we’re discussing,” Garret was on
the verge of shouting.

“Oh, well then, carry on,” Mathew replied with a wave
of his hand.

“No, sir, you have to agree or disagree.”

“Oh...I disagree.”

“With who sir?” Erin asked. She thought she had found
an ally, now it looked like she was alone and Kile was on the next
carriage back home.

“Who said she should be a Hunter?” Mathew asked,
looking between Garret, who was grinning in a clear victory as he
leaned back in his chair, and Erin who was staring at the Guild
Master in disbelief.

“It is Erin Silvia’s position that Kile Veller has
the proper qualifications to become a Hunter.”

“Yes…” Mathew replied, nodding as he looked over at
Garret. “Then I disagree with you, Master Boraro. I feel she would
make an excellent Hunter.”

Garret’s jaw dropped as his face slowly started to
turn red. He finished off his ale and slammed the Tankard down. “I
guess that’s two for and two opposed,” he said through clenched
teeth.

“I have to agree with Master Boraro,” West spoke up,
not that anyone really thought he would disagree with Garret. “She
just doesn’t have what it would take to be a Hunter,” he added.

Folkstaff pushed the brim of his hat up just high
enough so he could look over at West. “Do you know what it takes?”
he asked the soldier. West said nothing.

Garret knew that the only way to end this debate
quickly was to get the Guild Master on his side. If Mathew said
‘no’ to the girl’s admittance into the Academy, then no amount of
voting would override that decision.

“Sir, even you can see that she just doesn’t have the
qualifications. Look at her actions in the combat scenarios,”
Garret said, grabbing the papers on the table and pulling out one
of the sheets. “She was killed by a brunrik about five minutes into
the exam.”

“They were all killed, except for the few that ran
away, and she lasted a lot longer than five minutes,” Erin argued.
“Besides, that doesn’t tell us anything.”

“It tells us how she would respond in an adverse
situation,” Bells added in his hissing voice.

“You’re right, and what did she do? She sacrificed
herself to save a teammate...another Hunter,” Erin added.

“Not exactly a Hunter. She sacrificed herself to save
an idiot, who, I may add, ended up getting killed about three
second after she did. Some sacrifice,” Garret remarked.

“One cannot be held responsible for how another spent
the last moments of his life. She saw only to save the life of
another,” Folkstaff added.

“For what purpose? This boy...this…. Alex Bartlow,
why was this boy’s life so important? What did the team benefit by
loosing her and gaining him?”

“So you admit that the team would have been better
served if she had lived and he had died?” Folkstaff remarked

“I admit no such thing. Only that she, knowing the
inferior quality of this boy, chose to throw her own life away for
his. A very poor decision.”

“Then that should be reviewed under his evaluation,
not hers.”

“Fair enough,” Garret said as he addressed the
sleeping Hunter. “But you have to admit that she didn’t kill the
valrik when she had the chance.”

“Failure to slay one’s foe in battle is the sign of a
coward,” West chimed in.

“It is not in the Hunter’s nature to kill for the
sake of killing. The sparing of a life, even that of your enemy
shows great compassion, a trait that should be acknowledged, not
condemned,” Mathew replied. Erin just eyed him warily. Was he an
idiot or wasn’t he?

“Fine,’ Garret replied, also a little confused at the
moment. “Then...what about the psychiatric evaluations, the dream
interpretation?” he said, throwing down yet another page of the
file.

“That is a point that interested me as well,” Bells
remarked. “In my opinion, it is rather troubling that a child
should identify so much with the aggressor.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Erin asked. She was
beginning to realize that they had planned this entire argument out
before the evaluations had even begun.

“She identified too much with the wolves in her
nightmare, the beast as opposed to...the guardian, or for that
matter, her own self, which she clearly placed in the scenario.
This shows a decided lack of identity and rather hostile motives.
Is this what you want as a Hunter?”

“I think it’s the Orseen blood,” Boraro mumbled.

Erin heard him, but chose to ignore him.

“I think I understand that dream better than you,”
she said before she could restrain herself. She didn’t want to talk
about the dream, about that night, or about what happened, not
here, and not now. It wouldn’t do Kile any favors.

“And how is that?” Bells asked.

Erin thought for a moment. How much should she tell?
How much could she tell? She really didn’t understand all of it
herself.

“Because I was there,” she finally said.

“What do you mean?”

“Are you saying the nightmare is an event that
occurred in the child life, based upon actual events?” Folkstaff
asked.

“Yes,” Erin replied.

“And you were present when these events took
place?”

“Yes. Five years ago, I was the Hunter that found
Kile lost in the woods just outside of Riverport, It was the
incident that she wrote about in her essay, and the basis of her
nightmares.”

“So you were the female figure in her nightmare, the
guardian that saved her from the wolves.”

“Yeah, yeah, something like that,” Erin replied, but
it wasn’t anything like that. Something did happen in those woods
that night, but it wasn’t her that saved them from the wolves, not
the way Kile remembered it.

“Then why would she lose her identity to the beast as
opposed to her own self if, as you say, the incident actually took
place? What did happen?”

“What about the final test?” Mathew interrupted. “She
was the only one to find a solution to the final test.”

“We weren’t talking about the final test. We were
talking about the dream interpretation,” Bells responded

“Yes, but dream interpretation is so... boring.
Everybody sees something different in it... don’t they? You see a
child with aggressive issues, I see a child that wants to run with
the wolves. You see... two interpretations and no answers. Now the
final exam, that was interesting.”

“You have to admit, she did find a solution,”
Folkstaff remarked.

“There isn’t a solution to the final test. It’s meant
to evaluate how one faces failure,” Garret explained.

“But she did solve it,” Mathew added.

“No, she broke it.”

“There was nothing in the rules that says one could
not break the test in order to solve it,” Folkstaff added.
“Besides, the means were right there, just because we didn’t see it
when we took the test doesn’t mean it wasn’t possible.”

“It was a fluke, dumb luck. If the mouse hadn’t
gotten caught in the stasis field, she would have. You know that as
well as I. If she hadn’t knocked the gem so close to the door, it
would have closed off the room, preventing her from going back in
to get the gem in the first place. It was a string of luck.”

“Luck or not, she seized the opportunities that the
fates had provided for her, whether they should have been available
or not.” Folkstaff said as he sat up in his seat. “In my opinion,
that is the mark of a great Hunter. Therefore I must agree with
Erin. Kile Veller should be given a chance to prove herself at the
Academy. If not for her sake, then for the sake of the
Academy.”

“That makes it three for and three opposed,” Mathew
said. “It all comes down to Morgan.”

“What comes down to Morgan?”

Where once stood an empty seat was now filled with
the presence of a middle-aged man draped in yellow robes. He had a
narrow, gaunt face that was framed in white hair. One thin finger
pushed a pair of wire rimmed glasses further up his pointed
nose.

“Nice of you to make time for us,” Garret snapped,
more out of surprised than anger at seeing the man suddenly
appear.

“Time? One does not make time. One only uses the time
that one has,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Am I to guess
that the topic of such a heated discussion would be one Kile
Veller?”

“And how would you know that, mystic?”

“Simple deduction. How many cadets could you refer to
as she?”

“He’s got a point there,” West remarked, which only
received a stern look from Garret.

“Suppose you tell us whether or not SHE has what it
takes to be a Hunter. Or can’t you deduce that?”

“It would appear that you fail to understand my role
in these evaluations. I do not make my decision on the bases of
your tests, but simply on the evaluation of the individual and
their influence of the mystic arts. Now, if you will, there is a
total of three hundred and six cadets who have applied for
enrollment into the Hunter’s Academy. It would appear that you have
wasted enough time on one, let us now continue with the next three
hundred and five, shall we?”
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Kile Veller lay on the cot, staring up at the cracks
in the ceiling. She was sure there were a few more up there since
she had last counted before the test took place. She was beginning
to wonder if those cracks may have been inadvertently caused by
her. She had not counted on the door breaking, or the wall for that
matter, or even the ceiling. It all came down to shoddy
craftsmanship and a building inspector on the take. There was no
way that was up to code and it couldn’t have been all her fault,
but in the end it didn’t matter. They would find a way to blame it
on her. Anything that broke back home was automatically her fault,
even if she was nowhere near it. Would they make her pay for it?
They could try, but all the money she had, went to the expense of
getting to the exams in the first place.

Kile sat up and looked over at the small table in the
center of the room. She had no idea how hungry she had been, but
she made short work of the food that they had provided for her upon
her return. Unfortunately the table was now void of anything
edible, and she was still hungry. She was probably making up for
all those opportunities she skipped during the test.

There was no way they were ever going to let her into
the Academy now. It was funny how much more relaxed she felt now
that the burden was lifted.

It had been hours since the test had ended. What was
taking them so long? They were probably tallying up the cost of the
repairs, she thought as she walked over to the table and searched
the empty bowls for anything she may have missed. Say what you like
about the place, but they can set a good table.

Kile paced the floor and even put an ear to the door,
still there was nothing. No sound, no noise, just silence. Maybe
everyone went home and forgot about her. She picked up the small
ebony box that had been lying on the floor near the door where she
had dropped it. She had thought about opening it, just to see what
was inside, but truth be told she wasn’t even sure the test was
over. It would be her luck to open the box now; just to fail after
all she had gone through. It was funny, she thought, how one clings
on to those last lonely strands of hope even when all else is said
and done. She placed the small ebony box carefully on the table and
then tried the handle of the door again, still locked.

Kile returned to the cot and stared up at the cracks
in the ceiling. No, there were definitely more there now than there
had been before as she began to count them one more time. A noise
at the door made her lose her place as she jumped to her feet. It
was the sound of a deadbolt being drawn back, which confused her
since she had never remembered seeing a deadbolt on the door in the
first place. Here it was the verdict. Lay it on me warden, I can
take it.

The door swung open and an aged man in long, white
robes peered in. He looked around the room once, as if making sure
it was safe enough for him to enter. He was another mystic, she
figured. It was easy to tell from the way he was dressed and the
look on his face as he surveyed the room. He looked past her
several times, as his eyes were slowly drawn to the ceiling. He
shook his head, and sighed before he finally acknowledged her.

“You will come this way,” the mystic said in a soft
and calm voice. He didn’t wait for her to answer before turning and
leaving.

“What about the box?” she called out after him.

His head popped through the doorway once more as he
slowly surveyed the room again, his eyes going to the cracks in the
ceiling. At first it appeared he didn’t know what she was talking
about, but he looked at the small ebony box that was still sitting
on the table and a slight smile crossed his lips.

“It’s yours...if you want it,” he said with a shrug
before stepping out of the room.

Want it? Why would she want it? That box was nothing
but trouble from the moment she picked it up, and besides, it
wasn’t very big and wouldn’t be very useful. She grabbed the box
and stuffed it into her shirt before following the white mystic out
into the hall.

The mystic said nothing as he led her through the
dark corridors. She knew if she asked him anything about the exam
or her grades he wouldn’t give her a straight answer, if he gave
her an answer her at all. She was beginning to understand these
mystics, and she wasn’t sure if she should be worried about that,
or annoyed.

The old mystic walked with a slight shuffle, what
comes with living in such a damp tower, his white robes dragging
behind him on the floor. With nothing else to look at, Kile
couldn’t help but look at those robes and how clean they were. One
of the many chores she had back home was washing the bedding each
week, and no matter how hard she scrubbed, no matter how many times
she washed them, she could never get them as white as the robes
this mystic was dragging through the dirty hallways. She had
thought about asking him about his laundry, but that was probably
done with some strange mystic art, mastered by the sphere of dirty
laundry or some such nonsense. She giggled in spite of herself and
the old mystic suddenly turned around. Kile jumped back a few feet
worried that she may have broken some unwritten law of the tower by
showing a bit of mirth, but he said nothing and simply waved his
hand towards one of the doors. It opened slowly by itself and she
could now hear the talk and laughter of people inside.

“You will wait in here,” the mystic said.

Kile looked into the room, and was actually happy to
see the other cadets. She hadn’t realized how much she missed the
noise and company of other people even if they, for the most part,
ignored her. Of course, if they knew what she had done to the
testing area that would only confirm their beliefs that she was a
jinx. It didn’t really matter; the noise alone was enough for now,
even if it wasn’t directed at her. She turned to ask the mystic how
long it would be, but the old man was gone, clean white robes and
all.

Kile stepped nervously into the room, the door
closing behind her preventing any means of escape. She had expected
the noise to stop as soon as her foot touched the floor and every
pair of eyes turn towards her, but it appeared that nobody even
noticed she was there, and for that she was grateful. She kept to
the outer edge of the mob, staying close to the walls as she moved
around the perimeter of the room taking it all in one conversation
at a time. It was amazing how much you could learn simply by
listening. For starters, she learned that only one person had
finished the test, and that the sudden shaking of the tower, which
was now believed to have been an earthquake, had startled the
mystics and caused a bit of confusion on the streets of Littenbeck.
She also learned, more by observation than by listening, that the
number of cadets had greatly decreased. There were only a third of
them left now, possibly even less since the exam had started. Was
she the next to go home? Were these the one’s that didn’t quite
have what it takes to be Hunters, and they were just waiting to be
escorted out of the tower?

The idea didn’t bother her as much as she thought,
nor did it comfort her as much as it should. If nothing else, at
least she could say she tried, and she had a wonderful story to
tell anyone who would listen, even if they wouldn’t believe her.
She wasn’t sure she believed half of it herself. Of course, there
was the downside of going home and having to marry that little
troll of a boy. Assuming she could even go home. It was something
that lingered in the back of her mind now that she was away from
the farm and on her own. Who was to say she couldn’t just keep
going, to see what the world had to offer someone like her? Her
only regret would be leaving her mother behind without a word, but
Kile knew in her heart that she would understand. As for her
father, well, the less said about him the better.

“Kile!”

The fantasy was shattered by the sound of her name.
She spun around, looking through the crowd to see who it was. It
felt so long since she had heard anyone speak her name, she was
beginning to wonder if the tower might have taken that as well.
Kile scanned the group of boys, none of which were looking in her
direction. She told herself that it was because they believed she
was a jinx. Otherwise, it would be a blow to her ego.

Alex Bartlow pushed his way through the crowd, waving
frantically. She smiled and carefully waved back. Actually, it
wasn’t so much a wave as it was a slight movement of the hand to
say, I see you, I hear you, now shut up.

Not far behind him came the taller form of Daniel,
who still appeared to look a little distracted but otherwise in
good spirits. She was surprised by how happy she was to see the two
of them.

“So, you’re here too?” Alex said as he got closer.
“What did you think about that last test?” he asked. “Did you hear,
they’re saying that somebody actually made it out?” As always, the
boy didn’t wait for any answers, he just continued to ask
questions. Kile was sure that he would carry on a conversation with
himself quite easily if nobody bothered to stop him.

“Nobody got out,” Daniel replied. “There was no way
out.”

“No, it’s true, I overheard two of the mystics
talking about it when they came and got me. One of them said that
somebody managed to get out, but made a real mess of the place.
They think that was what the commotion was all about.”

“It’s not possible,” Daniel repeated, but he wasn’t
all that convincing.

“It isn’t?” Kile heard herself ask.

“No, it’s some mental test, probably designed to see
what we would do if we couldn’t complete a mission or something
like that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, from what I could gather, the last part of the
last test was set up so that you had to fail it, but you had
choices on how you failed. You see...you get to this large room
with these great big doors, and the closer you get to the doors the
more the doors close. It’s impossible to get out of the room.
Carter told me he tried to fake his way through, but it didn’t
work.”

“How did he do that?” Kile asked. She wasn’t sure if
she should be annoyed that Daniel thought he had to describe the
last obstacle to her, as if she wouldn’t have seen it for herself.
It was clear that nobody, now not even Daniel, had any hopes for
her completing the exam.

“Oh, he used his arts somehow. Probably tried to
create an illusion of himself as a decoy. He really didn’t explain
it, all I know is he said he made a run for it, and the faster he
ran the faster the doors closed. If he couldn’t outrun the doors I
doubt if anyone else could.”

“I’ve seen Carter’s illusions,” Alex remarked. “They
wouldn’t fool a blind man, let alone a magical door.”

“Couldn’t he just open the box, take whatever was
inside out, and leave the box behind?” Kile asked. That was what
she had planned to do if her first idea hadn’t worked as well as it
did. Of course, she didn’t really plan on destroying half the
testing area or causing a small earthquake or panicking the
citizens of Littenbeck.

“Wouldn’t have worked.”

“How do you know? It might have.”

“Actually…” Daniel grinned sheepishly. “That's what I
tried to do.”

“You did?” Alex responded. “You didn’t tell me that.
I didn’t even know you got that far.”

“Well, yeah, but it was really thanks to that strange
earthquake.”

“What was inside?” Kile asked. The last thing she
wanted to talk about was the so-called earthquake that appeared to
be the center of attention. Who would have thought that brining
down a thirty-foot high stone door would have caused so much
trouble?

“To tell you the truth...I’m not really sure. I don’t
think there was anything inside, not really anyway.”

“Well, what happened?” Alex asked eagerly.

“Well...I opened it, you know, thinking that if I
could get the contents to the end of the test it would count as
passing, or at least something,” Daniel replied. Opening the box
meant certain failure and it was obvious he was still trying to
justify his actions, even to himself. “Well...when I opened it
there was this loud bang and a large puff of red smoke that scared
the life out of me. When it cleared there was this mystic standing
there with his hood up and everything. I couldn’t see his face. He
just pointed at me and said. ‘You failed.’ Then the next thing I
know I was standing in my room.”

“Wow, maybe I should have opened mine. I wouldn’t
have been stuck in that pit for so long.”

“Which pit?”

“Oh, the one with the sloping floor. I even sent an
illusion of myself across the floor, but even though my illusions
are a lot better than Carters, they don’t have any real weight to
them, so they didn’t set off the trap. I thought it was safe, slid
right down into the pit, landed on my ass,” he said to the laughter
of the other two. “I sat down there for nearly an hour before a
mystic showed up.

“What did he say?” Daniel asked, trying to keep a
straight face.

“I guess he started to say “you failed,” but then
everything started shaking and he looked really scared. He zapped
us both back to my room, then ran out the door, leaving me
alone.”

“Well then, time wise you were ahead of me. I only
just got to the room when it happened. The floor was just starting
to tilt and I was sliding backwards trying to grab hold of anything
that I could when everything started shaking. I thought it was part
of the test at first, but something happened to the floor. It kind
of shifted, then the left side dropped and the whole thing just got
stuck at this weird angle.”

“Oh come on, why are you always the lucky one?” Alex
complained.

“How did you stop from sliding?” Kile asked. That was
a problem she had. If she hadn’t managed to wedge the butter knife
in between the stones, she would have ended up where Alex did, in a
dark hole on her ass.

“Oh...I hardened the mud on the floor so I could
climb out.”

“I didn’t know you could do that,” Alex replied.

“Neither did I,” Daniel confessed. “It just came to
me while I was clinging on to the floor and trying not to slide
back any further. During the mystic arts part of the exam the
mystic said that I was influenced by water, and that the healing
arts are just a part of the water arts. So, I figured that if I
could manipulate the water in the mud I could harden it.”

“And it worked?”

“It took a while, and it didn’t harden it all the
way, but it was enough that I could climb out, and as I said, the
floor was at an angle, but it wasn’t all that steep.”

It appeared that everyone was able to use some form
of the mystic arts, Kile thought, even if it wasn’t to any great
degree. Alex could create illusions of himself, quite convincing
one from what she had seen in the combat portion of the exam, and
Daniel was able to harden mud with his skills. She had to use a
knife and a fork to climb her way out. It would appear that
everyone had an advantage during the test but her. Her only
consolation was that if she had caused the earthquake, and she
wasn’t admitting that she did, she would have been ahead of Daniel,
and she did it without any trickery. Of course, it didn’t mean very
much, since she wasn’t sure when Daniel actually started his test,
or for that matter, if the tests were the same.

“Well…?”

Kile looked around and then down at Alex. He had
clearly been asking her something, but she had been lost in her own
thoughts.

“I asked how far you got.”

“Me?”

How far did she get? She didn’t dare tell them that
she was the one that made it all the way through, that she was the
only one to solve a test that had no solution. It was bad enough
that they were calling her a jinx, betting that she wouldn’t
succeed. It would definitely make them think twice if she did
announce it, but it would just widen the gap between them. What
would they think of her then?

“Oh come on, it couldn’t be all that bad, did you get
at least as far as the tilting room?” Alex asked.

“Uh, yeah...yeah the tilting room.”

“Well...what happened?” Alex pressed.

“Hey, Al?” Daniel interrupted. “You said the mystic
was just as scared as you were in the pit when everything started
shaking.”

“What? Oh...oh, yeah, well, he sure sounded it and he
got us out of there pretty quick.”

“That’s a bit odd,” Daniel remarked.

“Why’s that?” Kile asked, not that she wanted to know
anything more about the earthquake, but anything was better than
her trying to fabricate a story. She had never been very good at
story telling, or lying for that matter.

“I just thought that mystics influenced by the sphere
of earth would have known when an earthquake was about to happen.
They should have felt it in the stone or something. They would have
warned the other mystics.”

“So...what does that mean?” Alex asked.

“It means that what happened couldn’t have been an
earthquake, not if the mystics didn’t know about it
beforehand.”

“Then what was it?” Alex asked

“How should I know?” Daniel exclaimed. “Do I look
like a mystic?”

“Well...yeah, sometimes you do, especially when you
scratch your chin like that.”

Two doors on the far side of the room suddenly
opened, and a gust of cold air blew in. It seemed like ages since
Kile had smelled the fresh air, even if it was air that passed over
the city first. Two men in full green livery entered, standing on
either side of the door. They had tall leather boots, olive green
slacks, and dark brown leather tunics trimmed in that same olive
green. A third man, shorted than the other two but still dressed in
the same uniform, stood in the opening.

“If you will follow me,” he said in a sharp, clear
voice.

It took Kile a moment to realize that these were not
mystics. There was no trickery in what they were doing. They were
actually walking, not floating, and they had to open the doors
physically with their hands instead of waving at them. These were
real people, which meant, for better or worse, the mystic tower
part of the exam was really over. She followed the boys, keeping to
the back of the group as best she could. She watched as they all
tried to push through the doors first. Everyone wanted out of the
tower, and she couldn’t blame them. It was truly one of the most
frightening and depressing places she had ever had the misfortune
of being confined in. Of course, it was still the only place she
had ever had the misfortune of being confined in.

The sun was already overhead when she stepped out
into the light of day. It was just past noon. She had lost all
sense of time in the tower. She tried to work it out in her head,
but it was no use. Master Latherby had told them that the test
would take three days. Had it actually been three days? It was hard
to tell, but for now all she wanted to do was stand under the
warmth of the sun, if just for a moment. But that wasn’t going to
happen.

“If you will please find a seat in one of the
carriages, we can get rolling,” the shorter man in the green livery
said, waving to a line of horse drawn carriages bearing the mark of
a yellow arrow and a sword crossed on a field of green. Kile was
sure she had never seen the mark before, but for some reason it
appeared familiar. The test was going on the road, she thought as
she looked up and down the line of carriages. Most of the boys were
scrambling to get into the ones at the front of the line, so she
headed towards the one at the end.

The last carriage was smaller than the others and it
wasn’t so much to carry passengers as it was to carry supplies
since it was burdened with boxes and crates of various sizes.

“Excuse me, sir,” she asked the driver who appeared
to be lost in thought. He was a young man, or at least he had
youthful features, with long blond hair that was tied back, away
from an angular face. There was an age about him, one that she had
only seen within the mystics, as if he was hiding behind a youthful
facade. He looked down at her as if he was surprised that she had
even spoken to him.

“Would you mind if I rode in this one?” she
asked.

“Supplies,” he said, as if the one word explained
everything.

“Yeah, I know,” she replied, wanting to tell him that
the boxes kind of gave it away, but she thought better of it.
“There is more than enough room for me, I mean, if it’s okay.”

“Okay with me,” he said with a shrug and then turned
to stare forward again.

Kile returned the shrug and pulled open the carriage
door. The boxes and bags had been loaded off to one side, as if
somebody had purposely left the seats vacant. She just hoped she
hadn’t taken somebody else’s place.

“Excuse me, sir,” she called again, leaning out the
window.

The man turned his head slightly, though not enough
to actually look at her. It was more like his head had just fallen
off its pins and hung there for a moment.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“Azintar,” the man replied and up his head went
without another word, as he continued to stare forward.

Not a conversationalist, she thought as she settled
into her seat. And where was Azintar? She wondered. She had never
even heard of the place so she had no idea how long the trip was
going to take, but it wasn’t like she had anywhere else to go. Just
another part of the exam, she figured as she reached into her shirt
and pulled out the small ebony box.

She wasn’t sure why she took it, or what she was even
planning to do with it. It wasn’t very big, but it was pretty, she
thought as turned it over in her hands a few times. She had never
had anything this nice before. She traced the intricate patterns
with her finger. A lot of work had gone into it, and it seemed a
waste to just leave it behind. Besides, she had earned it. She was
the only one to get it out of the testing area, and this proved
it.

She held the box at arm's length and closed her eyes.
Gripping the lid tightly, she slowly opened it. If Daniel was
right, there should be a loud bang, a puff of red smoke, and a
rather confused mystic standing in the carriage with her. She
wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed when nothing
happened. Kile opened her eyes slowly and looked into the box.
There, at the bottom, wrapped in silver foil, was a peppermint
imp.

It was a curious thing to find in the bottom of the
box and was on a very short list of the last things she would have
expected to find. She was sure it was just a coincidence, given the
fact that she loved peppermint imps. The first time she had one was
when Erin Silvia found her in the woods back in Riverport after she
had gotten lost following her brother. It was the first time she
had ever seen a Hunter. The woman had defied everything Kile was
forced to believe, all of the limitations that had been placed upon
her because of who she was, what she was, where she came from. Erin
had found her when no one else could, she built a fire to keep them
warm, and protected her from the wolves. She had even produced a
bag of peppermint imps for them to share. The Hunter was surprised
when Kile had told her she had never had sweets before. Candy was a
luxury that her father thought was unnecessary and wasteful, so it
was something she had never indulged in. When Erin brought her
home, she gave Kile the rest of the bag. It was something that Kile
never forgot. She had kept the bag hidden, even from her brother,
and only ate one when she really needed to, like when she was
having a really bad day. Unfortunately, that was most of the time,
so the bag didn’t last as long as she hoped. She had savored each
one and when they were finally gone, she felt as if she had lost
something of herself.

“Hey, what are you doing back here?”

Kile dropped the peppermint imp back into the box,
closing the lid and slipping it into her shirt. She wasn’t sure why
she was hiding the box, since the mystic told her she could have
it, but it seemed like the right thing to do. She looked out of the
carriage window, thinking she had done something wrong, or that the
person whose seat she had taken, wanted it back. When she saw
Daniel staring up at her, she breathed a sigh of relief, and then
scolded herself for being so jumpy.

“I figured it was best for everyone. This way they
don’t have to fight to see who gets to sit next to me,” she said
with a grin.

“Yeah, right, I can see that happening,” Daniel
replied as he glanced down the line of carriages. The larger boys
were already starting to push the smaller ones aside to see who
would get the best seats. By Kile’s way of thinking, it was a very
un-Hunter like behavior, which only supported her theory that they
were among the ones who had failed and were being taken away.

“You got room in there for one more?” Daniel
asked.

“Sure, climb aboard,” Kile replied, pushing the door
open. “Won’t Alex miss you?”

“You’d be surprised. Alex can take care of himself,”
he said as he pulled the door closed. “What were you doing anyway?
You looked like you were lost in thought.”

“Thinking...of home.”

“Do you miss it?”

That was an interesting question. The obvious answer
would have been yes, it should have been yes, but it wasn’t. She
really didn’t miss her home and she felt bad because she didn’t
miss her home.

“Do you miss yours?” she asked, not wanting to answer
the question.

“Sure I do,” Daniel replied.

She envied him. He didn’t even hesitate.

“What’s it like?”

“What, Procton? I guess it's not much different than
any other town. It’s probably not much different than
Riverport.”

“What about your family. Do you miss your
family?”

“Well...yeah,” Daniel replied, as if the answer was
obvious. “Don’t you miss yours?”

“You have any brothers or sisters?” she asked, again
not wishing to answer the question.

“No, I’m the only one. There’s just my father, my
mother, and me.”

“What’s your father like?”

“My father...he’s a good man I guess. I mean, I never
really thought about it. He’s my father so I guess I would have to
think that way. He works the mines, like most of the people of
Procton. There are times he would come home so covered in coal
dust, it was hard to tell where he began and his clothes ended.”
Daniel laughed.

“What did he think when you told him you wanted to
become a Hunter?”

“It was kind of his idea. Well, that's not exactly
true, it was more like Quigley’s idea.”

“Quigley?”

“Quigley is the town healer. When my parents found
out that I had the gift of healing they asked Quigley to teach me,
but there was only so much the old man could do. His way of healing
and my way of healing are a bit different. He suggested going to
the mystics to inquire about further training, but when that went
nowhere my father suggested the Hunter’s Academy. He knew that
mystics trained Hunters. I don’t think he thought I would actually
pass the exam, but at least I would be known to the mystics.”

“He doesn’t think you’ll pass the exam?”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong, he will be thrilled if I
pass the exam. But it’s just a way of getting noticed, not an
actual career choice.”

“Did he...help you get into the exam?”

“I was sponsored by Quigley, if that’s what you mean.
I guess he knows people on the board or something.”

“No...I mean...did he support you, help you get to
the examination?”

“Well...we all came out together, my mother, my
father and me, along with Alex and his father as well as Carter and
his family. When my mother saw the oni door, she was ready to take
me and Alex back home, but my father talked her out of it. Not that
she really would have, but it did unnerve her.”

“So your whole family was here to see you off.”

“Well, yeah, it’s kind of a big thing, taking the
Hunter’s exam and all. I mean, your parents came with you,
right?”

“Yeah...Yeah, something like that,” she replied as
she looked out the window.

“Why the sudden interest in my father?” Daniel
asked.

“No reason, just...trying to make conversation. If
you don’t want to talk about your family, that’s fine by me. What
do you know about Azintar?” she asked, trying to change the
subject.

“Azintar, large city, as far as I know. I’ve never
been there myself, but it’s where the Hunter’s Academy is.”

“Really?”

“Well, yeah, these carriages belong to the Hunter’s
Guild, you can tell by the crest on the door.”

“We’re going to the Academy?”

“I think so,” Daniel said. “Maybe we’ve already
passed the examination and we’re full fledged cadets, we just don’t
know it.”

“I seriously doubt it.”

“You’re one to talk.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Kile replied, taking
the defensive.

“You are the one that blew up the testing area just
to pass an exam. Kind of extreme, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she replied, shaking
her head and looking out the window. Why wasn’t the carriage
moving? At least she could pretend she was looking at
something.

“Oh come on, I know it was you.”

“What makes you think so?”

“Don’t worry,” Daniel said, as if reading her mind.
“I just reasoned it out, that’s all.”

“How?”

“So it was you.”

“I didn’t say that, I just asked how you could have
figured something like that out...If it was true, I mean.”

“Wasn’t that difficult, really. I figured that if one
of the other boys had done it, they would be thumping their chests
and bragging about it, but you, you would be the opposite. You
don’t want to bring any more attention to yourself than you already
have, and frankly I don’t blame you. So you would remain quiet
about it and tell everyone that you never even got to the end of
the testing area, which...I know you did.”

“How?” she asked again. He was a lot smarter than she
had first given him credit for.

“Because when I told you and Alex what Carter had
done to try and get out of the room, you asked me why he didn’t
just open the box.”

“That doesn’t mean anything, it was just common
sense.”

“No, it wasn’t. Only someone that knew, or at least
reasoned, that it was the box that caused the doors to close and
not just somebody in the room would have suggested taking the
contents out of the box. Only somebody who had been there, with the
box, could have figured that out.”

“No...you said Carter tried to make a run for
it…”

“With the box. He didn’t think the box was what
triggered the door. He thought he triggered the door. I mean,
Carter’s good an all when it comes to a fight and he is fast, but
logic was never one of his strong points. But you figured it out,
you had to be in the last room, with the doors open, with the box
in your hand and you had to make the final decision of the test.
Leave the box, open the box or try to get it through, and I have a
feeling you choice a fourth option, one that nobody thought of, one
that had...shall we say...consequences,” Daniel said, shaking the
carriage to demonstrate what he meant.

“Stop that,” she hissed as she looked out the window
to see if the driver was taking any notice.

“So, what did you do? Did you use your arts?”

Before Kile could say a word, the carriage suddenly
jerked into motion, the wheels began to creak, and the cab began to
sway. They were finally leaving the Mystic’s tower, a place Kile
hoped never to visit again, but in spite of herself, she had to
take just one more look back.

“So?’

“So, what?” she asked.

“I asked if you used your mystic arts in the last
room. Sometimes arts from different influences don’t mix very well.
Is that what happened?”

“I already told you, I don’t have any...arts,” she
said, shaking her head. Why couldn’t he understand that?

“Then what did you do?”

“I used the gem,” Kile admitted in defeat. “But don’t
tell anyone.”

“What gem?”

“The gem...the stone...the large red ruby...whatever
you want to call it. The one in the middle of the room filled with
chests of gold and silver,” she replied a little annoyed. It was
bad enough she had to confess, but surely he had to remember that
room. It was hard to miss, but by the look on his face, it was
clear he had. “The room right before the one with the door.”

“That room, there wasn’t any gem in there...or chests
of gold and silver for that matter.”

“Well, there was in mine. I don’t know what you
saw.”

“It was a room filled with books and scrolls and on
the floor there was this...sliver ring,” he said as his voice began
to trail off, it was like he was trying to recall a dream.

“For some reason I remember thinking that if I took
the ring, it would help me control my mystic arts. It would make me
stronger. I could help so many people and nobody would know, it
was...it was just a small ring...nobody would even know if I took
it.”

“Bait.”

“What?”

“It was bait.”

“What do you mean?”

“If you want to catch the right vermin, you have to
use the right bait,” Kile replied. It did make sense in a strange
Mystic’s tower sort of way.

“I still don’t get it.”

“It was what my father would always say as he set the
traps in the barn. If you want to catch the right vermin, you have
to use the right bait. Your bait was a ring, a way to master your
mystic arts. Mine was a ruby. It made me think it would solve all
my problems, like it would actually have made any difference. I
wonder what Alex was tempted with.”

“Probably elevated shoes.” Daniel laughed. “Well, at
least you saw the enchantment for what it was”

“No, not really, it was more like dumb luck. I came
very close to taking the bait.”

“But you didn’t, you knew it was enchanted.”

“Well...no, I didn’t know it was enchanted, not
until...well…later. How would I have known?”

“You had no idea?”

“I just said I didn’t.”

“You...you really don’t have any mystical influence,”
Daniel said with a note of disbelief.

“Oh, well you finally figured that one out,” Kile
replied a bit more sarcastically than she had intended. “I’ve only
told you that how many times?”

“But that doesn’t make any sense.”

“What, that I can’t make illusions or dry out mud or
set fires or move objects.”

“Well...yeah.”

“I’ll have you know, my mother never did any of those
things and she got by alright.”

“That's not what I meant, it's just that...you can’t
be a Hunter without a Hunter’s Edge, without some form of the arts.
It just doesn’t make any sense...it...it’s just not done. You
should have failed out by now.”

“Well...there’s still time.”

“Yeah, but...we’re heading to Azintar.”

“Well, take it up with the driver, not me. I don’t
know what’s going on,” Kile replied. She turned to stare out the
window. She was finished with the conversation. He could continue
if he wanted, but he would have to do it without her.

 


The carriage rolled on, late into the evening as Kile
and Daniel sat across from one another in silence. Kile stared out
the window, watching the world go by one tree at a time. It was not
the most scenic of trips, but then, she had never been on that many
trips to begin with. The only time she had ever left Riverport was
to go to Littenbeck, and now she was heading to Azintar. They were
moving west, catching up with the setting sun, but not nearly fast
enough as the skies began to grow darker. She was moving farther
and farther away from home, away from Riverport, and although her
thoughts did wander home briefly, they did not stay there very
long. She kept running over what Daniel had said about the Hunter’s
Edge, and the mystic arts. It was the one part of the entry
examination that was completely out of her control. It was
something you either had, or you didn’t, and she didn’t. If what
Daniel said was true, then all Hunters had a touch of the arts. It
was what separated them from the people they helped, from the
common mercenary, and it was something they could use to their
advantage. Whether it was the ability to set fires with just a
brush of a hand, or to heal the wounds of a fallen comrade, it was
not something she could bluff. She had seen some of the boys use
theirs during the fight with the valrik, the fight that never
happened; she had to keep reminding herself.

Daniel had managed to heal the injured, Eric threw
balls of fire at the enemy, and even Alex was able to confuse a
brunrik by creating illusions of himself, which Kile had to admit
were very convincing. The only thing she was able to do was trip-up
a brunrik and get herself killed, neither of which would win her
many points in the evaluation category, let alone in an actual
battle. So, why was she still here? If the yellow mystic hadn’t
found any magic in her, then why did he pass her? Why would they
waste their time on her? Why would they let her continue with the
test when so many had been removed? They should have just failed
her and sent her packing, which would have been the best thing to
do, at least from her point of view. If she had no way of becoming
a Hunter, then they should put her out of her misery and send her
home. Of course that wasn’t really putting her out of her misery,
it would just be adding to it. Could it be because she was a girl?
Would they show favoritism? She could hardly believe that based
upon the way the Weapons Master looked at her. He didn’t want her
there, that was clear for anybody to see, and he wasn’t alone.
Maybe it was just out of his hands, which would make her a charity
case, and that didn’t make her feel any better. If she wanted to
become a Hunter, she would have to understand the mystic arts
better.

“Daniel...can I ask you something?”

“Sure, what do you want to know?” He replied. There
wasn’t a note of anger in his voice, of which she was relieved. It
was getting dark in the carriage and she couldn’t see his face very
well, so she couldn’t see if he was smiling or not. She was a
little nervous asking him anything. She had been a little curt with
him, and then the silent treatment was a bit rude.

“The mystic arts,” she finally said.

“Oh, is that all?” He laughed, “You’re asking the
wrong person. I only know what little I know, you would have to ask
one of the mystic scholars if you want to know more.”

“Yeah, I know. But you still know more than I do. I
just wanted to know what it was like, you know, to use them, to
have them. What does it...feel like?” she asked, trying to make out
his reaction in the darkness. There was a moment of silence before
he finally answered.

“It’s kind of hard to explain,” he replied.

“Okay,” she said as she sat up and faced him. When in
doubt, start at the beginning or something like that. “You told me
you knew that the gem, or the ring you saw, was enchanted, but you
never touched it.”

“That’s right.”

“How did you know? The only reason I knew the ruby
was enchanted was because a poor mouse had gotten too close to
it.”

“What mouse? There were no mice in the testing
area.”

“There was a mouse in mine, but that’s not the point.
How did you know that the ring was enchanted?”

“Oh, well that was the easy part. Things that are
magical, or enchanted, they kind of...give off this...energy...that
people who are influenced by the sphere of water can detect. It’s
kind of like this light that you can’t really see, but you just
kind of feel it’s there, but you can’t really...feel it
either...it’s kind of…”

“Hard to explain,” she finished for him. It may have
been hard for him to explain, but she did get the general idea. “Do
you think animals can see it, this light you’re talking about?”

“I don’t know, I never really thought about it. I
know they can hear things that we can’t and smell things that we
can’t. I guess that means they should be able to see things that we
can’t.”

“So, for example, say a dog could see this light, or
even a mouse. Would they be drawn to it, or avoid it?”

“Wow...I’m not sure, I guess if anything I’d say they
would avoid it or ignore it, otherwise all these enchanted objects
would have animals flocking around them. But I don’t know...you
would have to ask…”

“A mystic scholar,” she finished for him. Now where
was she supposed to find one of those?

The rapid pace of the carriage began to slow and the
ride began to even out, enough that Kile could look out the window
without the fear of smacking her head on the side of the door. They
were just passing through the farmlands now, and even in the dim
light she could make out the great seas of golden grain stretched
to the horizon, and more men to work them than there were in the
entire town of Riverport. Her father had always envied the size of
Oric’s farm, but Oric had nothing that even came close to the
fields of Azintar. There were a few horse drawn carriages moving
past them now, some carrying men, but most carrying supplies. They
were probably merchants on a journey to other towns, other places.
To Kile it seemed like an odd time to be starting out, but they
would know better than she would. A man in green livery rode in the
fort carriage and appeared to be as interested in her caravan as
she was in his. Could he be a Hunter? He appeared to be dressed the
same way as the men that collected them from the tower. She thought
about it for a moment, and decided that he was because she wanted
him to be. A Hunter hired by the merchants to protect them from the
bandits on the road to...wherever. It was kind of romantic in a
way, and she thought. Someday that would be her riding at the front
of a merchant’s caravan. Would that even be possible?

They rolled down the road for another twenty minutes
and still never lost sight of the fields of Azintar. It wasn’t
until the carriage pulled off the main road that she got her first
look at the famed walled city. Although she couldn’t make out much
of it in the darkness, but what she could see was beyond anything
she could have imagined. There were tall stone walls, fifty or
sixty feet high, with men walking along the battlements dressed in
the colors of what she figured were those of the city or those of
the Lord of the Lunvalt province. The towers rose even higher with
their flags blowing in the wind. It was something out of a
storybook, like the tales her brother used to read to her when she
was very young. Stories of brave knights battling dragons and
beautiful princesses in need of rescuing. Of daring deeds and epic
quests. She would lie in bed, listening to the tale, and put
herself in those stories. But she was never the princess in need of
rescue. She was always the daring knight that did the rescuing,
sometimes battling a brunrik that bore a strange resemblance to her
father. Man did she need help.

The carriage moved under the shadow of the great wall
as it wound down the side roads, passing under a huge set of gates
as it moved into the city proper. Guards in full amour holding
pikes, marked its passing with little interest. Kile tried to see
everything, from where they were going to where they had been, but
the darkness was stealing what little there was to see. They rolled
around the outer edge of the city until they reached a second gate.
These ones were not as grand as the first they had passed through,
but they were thrown open upon their arrival and people began to
close in around the carriages. Kile managed to see, by the light of
the torches, the crest of the Hunter’s Guild mounted on one of the
great doors

She had made it. She had finally arrived at the
Hunter’s Academy.
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The Hunter’s Academy wasn’t exactly what Kile had
expected as the carriage rolled into the courtyard, but then she
hadn’t really given it much thought, so she wasn’t sure what to
expect. It was a large compound that much was clear, with many
smaller buildings around the outer perimeter and looked more like a
prison than a school. The first building they passed as they
crossed under the gates was a large three-story structure that ran
along the southern wall. It was lined with small narrow windows
that could be closed off with narrow shutters. The roof was a gable
with black slate that was newer than the building itself. This was
the direction where most of the people came from, as they ran
across the compound to see the caravan arrive.

They were dressed in a series of colors from drab
browns to Hunter green, and ranged in age from fourteen to
seventeen. Kile didn’t like the idea of being a spectacle, but she
knew when she stepped out of the carriage, many, if not all, of
those eyes would be directed at her. She would hate to think that
they had all come to see the girl that wanted to be a Hunter, and
wanted to believe that they were just curious of the new group that
had just arrived, but from the less than warm welcome she had
received at the entry examination she couldn’t fool herself into
thinking that she wouldn’t draw any attention. However, they never
got any closer than the low fence that ran along the roadside. The
boys piled up on the rails to get a better look. Trying to avoid
the inevitable, Kile quickly turned her attention to the rest of
the compound.

On the west side was an even larger structure built
of stone with a grand entrance set up for the front door. This was
the main building; the one where visitors were drawn to, where
meetings were held, where cadets seldom saw the interior if they
were lucky. A second building, or it could have even been part of
the first building depending on how it was viewed, extended along
the western wall and ran all the way into the side of the hill.
This was where the staff stayed, so it would appear, as the
building was lined with rows of doors that led out onto a stone
courtyard that had been walled off. The courtyard emptied out into
the main compound which was a large open field divided by fences.
The compound continued north, up a hill where Kile could just make
out two more buildings in the dim light. The western most building
was long and flat, but she didn’t have the slightest idea what that
was. The eastern building was easier to identify as a livery
stable, mainly because the horses standing outside, gave it
away.

All the structures appeared to face the center of the
compound and the fenced-in areas. What theses were used for she
couldn’t guess, but she figured she would find out soon enough. A
row of torches was being lit, creating a path from where the
caravan stopped, all the way to the center of the fields. It was
the fence along this path that the spectators gathered to watch the
new kids walk.

“This is where you get off,” the driver said without
even turning to look at her.

Kile didn’t bother to ask him what was going on. She
knew he, like most of the people she had met in the last few days,
wouldn’t give her a straight answer. It was easier just to go with
the flow and figure it out on her own.

She stepped off the carriage, quickly turning away
from the boys that had gathered along the path and who were now
laughing, pointing, and shouting words that were less than
encouraging. Fortunately, they hadn’t seen her, or they just
couldn’t pick her out from the rest of the group. She followed
Daniel to where the new cadets were being lead down the path and
into the large fenced-in area. It reminded her of the fair that her
brother Leon had taken her to when she was ten. The prized bulls
would be brought before the spectators to be judged. Unfortunately,
she was the cow among the bulls that were moving in silent unison.
She managed to blend in quite well, since the other boys didn’t
seem to shy away from her as they had done at the tower, but it was
probably because they were all a bit overwhelmed by the spectators.
She knew that if she could get into the fenced-in area and keep her
head down, she could avoid detection for now. Of course that was a
short-lived hope.

“There you are.”

His voice was like the dropping of a plate in a quiet
room, its shatter silenced the crowd and drew everyone’s attention
to that one spot and that one person who stood over that plate and
would have done anything to just disappear. But the attention
wasn’t on Alex for very long. It quickly shifted to Kile.

She cringed as several of the new boys, and more than
a few of the spectators, perched on the rail turned her way. The
unsettling silence lingered at first as everyone started to crane
their necks to get a better look at what had drawn everyone else’s
attention, but it wasn’t long before the whispering started. From
the boys in Hunter green down to the boys in drab brown, the gentle
flow of whispers began to get louder, and she didn’t have to hear
what was being said, she could guess.

“You want to keep it down?” Daniel said as he clipped
Alex on the back of the head.

“What?”

“There’s nothing worse than a hyperactive chipmunk
with a big mouth,” Daniel replied. He leaned over and whispered
something in Alex’s ear. The smaller boy looked around the
courtyard as if noticing the spectators for the first time. He
looked over to Kile as if to say sorry, before he tried to make
himself less noticeable.

Kile figure it was too late to hide and she didn’t
want to appear any more different than she already did. She held
her head up high and followed the rest of the boys as they passed
through the gate and into the largest of the fenced-in fields. She
watched as two boys in green livery closed the gates behind them,
they were now officially sealed off and surrounded. The spectators
began to circle the fenced-in area, taking seats upon the rails and
waited for the show that was about to commence. Kile felt on
display and she could now hear what the boys had to say. There were
a few comments about how young the new blood looked and how the
Guild was really scraping the bottom of the barrel, but the ones
she heard the loudest were the comments directed at her. It became
painfully clear that she was not welcome.

A hush fell across the sea of spectators as it slowly
parted, and a bulky, balding, middle-aged man with a large mustache
passed through the crowd. He was broad shouldered with thick arms
and a bit of a pot belly that was barely concealed behind the
finely tailored clothing that he wore. He had a long red cloak that
billowed out behind him a bit too dramatically and two rather large
black Shinar mastiffs that walked before him. The dogs entered the
fenced-in area first, each one had to weigh in the neighborhood of
two hundred pounds and they both appeared to take quite a bit of
enjoyment out of scaring the new recruits. They watched the boys
with a look that could easily be read as if to say, “You step out
of line and your ass is mine.”

They walked slowly to the center of the field, and
sat down about three feet apart, facing the huddled mass of new
blood. The large, balding man followed. He moved with a deliberate
gate, if not a slight bounce, and stood between the two dogs. Kile
had to wonder how long they practiced this little routine, as it
was done with flawless precision.

The man’s face was stern, if not severe. He had a
scar that ran from his chin up the right side of his face, over his
eye, and ended somewhere in the center of his forehead. His right
eye was left dead, a milky white orb that stared out at nothing. It
only added to his grim appearance.

“Line up three deep!” someone behind them yelled.

She didn’t bother to try and find out who it was. She
and the rest of the boys scrambled to form a line. Unfortunately,
she found herself in the front row.

The large balding man looked over the group and shook
his head as he waited until the lines were formed and the
spectators fell silent. This must be what they were waiting for,
Kile realized, the floor show was about to begin.

“I am Sir Oblum,” he said in a strong, loud voice
that had years of practice. He clasped his hand behind his back as
he looked at each one of them with his one good eye, as if trying
to burn an image of each cadet into his mind. Kile was sure that
his gaze lingered on her just a few second longer than the others,
but that could have just been the paranoia.

“I am not only a certified Level One Hunter, but I
have received the order of the sword as well as the order of the
crown and made a Royal knight of the realm. Now 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.”

He paused for a moment and seemed to enjoy watching
the young boys squirm under his scrutiny.

“Do not fool yourself into thinking that you are
already Hunters. 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. That privilege can easily be
revoked. 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. The western gate
is known as Venator, the way of the Hunter as it leads out into the
wild where the Hunter is in his element. The eastern gate is known
as Pudora, as it is the gate of shame and leads back into the city
of Azintar, where you will be forced to live out your life with the
masses, the civilians, never to know the honor of being a Hunter.
If you feel you can’t hack it, if you feel that we have placed too
much pressure on you, if the burdens of becoming a Hunter are too
great, then that is the path you should choose. We will not try to
stop you, you will not be prevented from walking out of here at any
time you wish, but know this. If you choose the path of shame, if
you choose to live among the common civilians, you will never be
allowed back into this Academy. You will never be a Hunter,

“It is here that you will learn what it means to be a
Hunter. We will teach you how to think, how to feel, how to
survive. You will not only learn how to act, but how to react to
any give situation that you should find yourself in. You will learn
to use the tools of the Hunter, not just his sword and his shield,
his bow and his staff, but his mind and his will and his
determination. Then, and only then will you be allowed through the
gates of Venator, the gate of honor, the Hunter’s gate, out into
the wild.”

Oblum stepped forward, his hands still clasped behind
his back as he slowly walked towards the new recruits. He started
at the far end, away from Kile, which she was grateful for, but he
slowly moved up the line, one recruit at a time. He shared words
with a few, none of which were very comforting, although Kile
couldn’t really hear what was being said, her heart was beating too
fast and too loud. If he didn’t reach her soon, if she didn’t get
this over with, she would probably pass out.

The closer he got, the bigger he got, until his
shadow engulfed her. He towered over her and looked down on her,
and Kile suddenly felt a lot smaller than she knew she was. She
could make out every line etched deep in the man's face, every scar
that crossed his brow, and the dead stare of the one milky white
eye. This man must have been intimidating in his youth, because he
was downright frightening now. He made a loud snort that caused her
to jump and that seemed to amuse him.

“Do not expect any special treatment around here,” he
said slowly, and she was amazed at the fact that he hardly moved
his lips and never moved his jaw, yet his words were very clear in
more ways than one. He turned away from her and moved on to the
next boy, whom Kile only just then realized was Daniel.

Daniel stood at attention, his eyes wide, staring up
at Sir Oblum, and Kile wondered if that was the same frightened
look that she had on her face just a second ago. Oblum stared back
at Daniel for a moment, probably trying to think of something to
say, but when nothing came to mind, he just gave the young boy that
loud dismissive snort and moved on to the next boy in line. Kile
wasn’t concerned about who the next boy was, or what Oblum had to
say to him. What drew her attention now was the fact that his two
Shinar mastiffs had sat down directly in front of her and were
staring at her without moving. They were not as menacing as they
had appeared earlier, but looked rather confused, as if they didn’t
know what to make of the girl. Of course, this only managed to draw
more attention to Kile, especially from the spectators on the fence
that surrounded them. It started as a hushed whisper that began to
grow until they were all talking and pointed at the two dogs and
the girl, something that made her even more uncomfortable. It
probably wouldn’t have been so bad if they were laughing at the
situation, but there appeared to be a general concern. Oblum
suddenly turned his gaze to the crowds on the fence and for a
moment they fell silent, and that was when he realized that his
dogs were no longer at his side.

“Hunar, Gorum,” he shouted, but the two mastiffs paid
him no mind as they continued to stare at Kile. The whispers among
the cadets began to grow again, and this time there was a bit of
snickering and laughter to go along with it, which did lighten the
situation. If it wasn’t for the fact that she was the center of it,
she might have thought it was funny, too. Oblum stepped back from
the line and silenced the spectators with another cold stare from
his dead eye.

“Hunar, Gorum,” the headmaster shouted, slapping the
side of this leg, but the dogs didn’t even turn to look. Kile
realized that they were, for some reason, waiting for her to say
something.

“Look guys, I don’t want to get into any more trouble
you better go,” she whispered to the dogs. No sooner had she spoken
than the two mastiffs returned to Oblum’s side. The large man was
not amused as he walked back down the line to once again stand in
front of Kile.

“Do you think this is funny?” he asked her.

“No, sir,” she replied in a meek voice that was just
above a squeak.

“I’m gonna keep my eye on you missy. One more trick
like that…”

He didn’t finish the thought, he didn’t have to. Kile
knew what he wanted to say. It was all too clear. He wanted her out
of there, no sooner than yesterday. He never completed the
inspection of the new recruits either; he just turned away from
Kile, glared at the spectators, as if daring one of them to speak
out. Nobody said anything as they slowly moved away from the gate.
Oblum took a few steps, turned to make sure his dogs were still
following him, and gave one last look at Kile before leaving the
field. There was complete silence in the courtyard. Nobody moved
and nobody spoke until they were absolutely sure that Oblum was
gone. When the show was over, the cadets returned to the
barracks.

A few of the older boys stayed around. One hopped the
fenced and moved to the center of the ring. He was a tall, muscular
young man with short brown hair that was bushed backs. He wore the
livery of a third year cadet with his brown, woolen pants, knee
high leather boots, and dark green tunic. There was a small silver
pin of a tree fastened to his breast that he idly brushed. He had a
light mirthful smile as he approached the new cadets.

“Well, that was definitely interesting, wasn’t it?”
he laughed. “My name is Treeman, Gerald Treeman, but most people
around here just call me Tree. I have to congratulate you. That was
the shortest orientation speech that Oblum has ever given,” he said
as he came to stand before the new cadets, his hands clasped behind
his back, much like Oblum himself. “Your belongings have already
been taken to your rooms, which have already been assigned. Some of
the senior members of the Academy will now show you the way. Early
tomorrow morning you will be given a guided tour of the grounds. I
guess the only thing left to say is...welcome to the Hunter’s
Academy.”

It really hadn’t dawned on Kile until she heard those
words that she was no longer a wannabe cadet, but a real cadet.
There were no more tests, no more trials, no more questions, and no
more doubts. Somehow, in someway, in spite of her father’s lack of
faith, she had actually made it.

“I’m gonna be a Hunter,” she said to herself, and for
the first time, the words sounded real, although they were a bit
louder than they should have been for someone talking to
themselves. She suddenly felt a blow from behind. She could do
nothing to stop herself from being thrown forward and hitting the
ground rather hard. She rolled over in the dirt to see the
greasy-haired boy, which she now knew to be Eric Rimes, standing
over her with a smug look on his face as he grinned to the two boys
that stood either side of him. Doesn’t this guy every do anything
by himself? She wondered as she looked up at him.

“You’ll never be a Hunter, so why don’t you just take
the walk of shame now and spare us all the humiliation of having
you in our class?”

“What’s wrong, Eric, afraid I’ll show you up?” Kile
replied as she tried to get to her feet. Eric pushed her back down
again. She couldn’t help but notice, as she sat there in the dirt,
that none of the other boys had come rushing to her aid. In fact,
most of them were just standing around either looking the other
way, or laughing. So this was what it was going to be like for the
next three years, her against them. What made this any different
than anytime else?

“Well.” She grinned as she sat on the ground in front
of him. “If nothing else, at least it only took me one time to get
through the entry examination.”

That remark was a lot better than the first one she
had to admit, that is if you could gauge an insult’s level from
gasps of the crowd around her. She could also tell that it annoyed
Eric even more than he already was. His face began to turn red. If
she was going to get knocked down, it might as well be for a better
reason than just being who she was.

It was no surprise that Eric came at her again, but
growing up with an older brother and his friends, one learns a
trick or two, and this time Kile was ready. She grabbed his arm and
locked his elbow just before she went down, and although she
probably didn’t do it right since his knee clipped her upside the
head, she did managed to pull him off balance and lay him out on
his back in the dirt alongside her. She heard him go down with a
loud thud and an ooh from the crowd meant it must have looked
pretty good. Kile was faster getting to her feet, and she was ready
for the next move. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a next move.

“You better stay down while you still have some
dignity left,” Tree said as he put one large boot on Eric’s chest
and pushed him back down. “First thing you’re gonna learn here,
boy, is that Hunters look out for one another. If you can’t do
that, maybe it’s you who should take the walk of shame.”

Eric pushed the larger boy’s foot off his chest and
scrambled to his feet. He may have been about the same age as Tree,
but he was nowhere near as big.

“You just made a mistake. Do you know who I am? Do
you know who my father is?” Eric shouted.

“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 remember that.”

“You might be the same, the same as them, the same as
her, but I’m not. You’ll see,” Eric said as he pushed through the
two boys that had come to his aid. He shot one parting look at Kile
so she knew this was far from being over. Most of the other boys
began to break off as well. It was clear that Tree’s little remarks
weren’t only directed at Eric.

“You, kid, have more guts than brains,” Tree said
with a grin that never seemed to leave his face.

“Thank you...I think. My name is…”

“Kile Veller, yeah, I know. We all know. It's not
every day that a girl passes the entry examination, let alone
destroys half the testing facilities to do it. You’ll have to tell
me how you pulled that one off one of these days.”

“How did you…”

“What? Know who you were and what you did? Don’t you
know what Hunters are? You’ll learn fast that nothing is a secret
around here. One of the primary duties of a Hunter is to gather
information, and we have some of the best gatherers in the
graduating class. What I don’t know is what you did to Hunar and
Gorum. I didn’t think anyone could tame them, but Old Oblum,
although it didn’t win you many points with the Big Boss Man.”

“I didn’t do anything...at least I don’t think I
did.”

Tree shook his head. “Whether you did anything or
not, you sure have a knack for making enemies.”

“Oh, that I can do, I’ve never had a problem doing
that,” Kile replied.

“You keep that attitude, girl, and you’ll make a damn
good Hunter,” he laughed. “I’m almost sorry I’m gonna miss your
first year here.”

“You’re graduating?”

“That’s right, the day after tomorrow we have our
closing ceremony. We’re given our papers and then it’s out the
western gate.”

“Papers?”

“Destination and introduction papers,” Tree replied
as he started to lead Kile towards the large three-story structure.
“A Hunter doesn’t know where he’s going to be assigned for his
probationary year until he gets his papers. Supposedly the Guild
weights your merit and skill level and assigns you accordingly.
Personally I think they just pick names out of a hat. I, myself, am
hoping for Baxter Bay, but I doubt I’ll get it, since they already
have enough Hunters down there. Knowing my luck, I’ll be stuck in
one of the smaller outposts like Sender’s Gulch, or worse.”

The places were just names to her, destinations she
had never seen, never heard of. She had no idea why one was more
desirable than the other and she felt ashamed of her lack of
knowledge of the world around her. These people were so much more
experienced than she was. She was just a farmer’s daughter from
Riverport. She wasn’t even sure if Riverport was a desirable place
or not, but as far as she knew it was probably one of those smaller
outposts that nobody wanted to go to. It wouldn’t do to show her
ignorance too soon, she thought as she looked around the compound.
She had more than enough time to do that.

“Mr. Treeman, can I ask you a question?”

“Mr. Treeman...man that makes me feel old,” Tree said
as he stopped in his tracks and looked down at Kile. “Please call
me Tree, or Gerald if you must. I’ll even answer to ‘hey you,’ but
don’t call me Mr. Treeman.”

“Sorry...Tree.”

“That’s better. So what’s on your mind? I’m here for
the next two days. Ask me anything you want, because by now I know
everything about this place,” he said, waving his arms in the air
as he started to walk. Kile had to run to catch up.

“It was something that Sir Oblum said.”

“Ah well, nobody around her really listens too much
to what the Big Boss Man has to say. He’s usually all wind and no
substance. If you want my opinion, it’s Garret Boraro, the old
Weapons Master, you have to be careful of. That’s the guy that
holds the most clout around here. Him or Mathew Latherby. Now,
don’t let that guy fool you either, he’s not as much of an idiot as
he pretends to be. Somehow that guy knows everything that’s going
on at any time, and yet I’ve never seen him around. I don’t know
how he does it, but he wrote the book on gathering
information.”

“Well, it’s just that Sir Oblum said there were only
two ways out of the Academy.”

“That's right, the eastern gate and the western gate.
The eastern gate or Pudora is affectionately known as the gate of
shame, the gate of disgrace or, as some people around here call it,
the loser’s walk. If you feel you can’t hack it here anymore,
that’s the way you leave. And believe me, everybody will see you
go. Since I’ve been here, I’ve seen about two dozen people walk
that path, mostly first years, but they never left unnoticed. Then
there’s Venator, the West gate, the gate of honor, also known as
the Hunter’s gate since only Hunter’s use it. When you finally
achieve your certification like yours truly, that’s the gate you’ll
leave by. Got it?

“Well, yeah, I get that much, but what about the
southern gate. What do they call that? Surely you can leave by that
gate.”

“The what?”

“The southern gate, the one that we came through this
afternoon I guess it leads back to the main road, but then again I
suppose the eastern gate would too. I mean, there really are three
ways out of the Academy.”

“Yeah...well...it’s kind of difficult to explain. It
has something to do with the original layout of the compound, the
southern gate was added when they put the new road in, but the Big
Boss Man’s speech has been handed down from headmaster to
headmaster, so you see, it just doesn’t have the same effect...Oh
look, here’s your room,” Tree said as he stopped in front of a
large wooden door and pushed it open.

Kile hadn’t even noticed they had entered the
building let alone reached her room. She quickly looked around to
get her bearings; it wouldn’t do for her not to know where her own
room was located.

“These are the dorms,” Tree explained after
misreading the confusion on her face. “This is where you will
survive your three years, if you survive your three years,” he
laughed, and then fell silent, lost in his own thoughts, his own
memories. “I’m gonna miss this place,” he finally said.

The hallway was low, narrow, and rather poorly lit.
It ran the entire length of the building with a row of doors on
both sides, and a staircase at the other end. The floor was cold
stone, the walls were barren. There was no attempt to decorate or
to bring any warmth into the building. It served one purpose, and
one purpose only, and that was a place for the cadets to sleep
after a day’s training.

“It seems a little hard to believe that anybody would
actually miss this place,” she said in disbelief as she watched
some of the other boys being shown to their rooms. There was a
feeling of hopelessness or possibly even despair.

“You might be right, I thought the same thing when I
came here three years ago, but one of the seniors told me
something, and at first I didn’t believe him, but now...now I do,
so I’m gonna tell you.”

“What did he say?”

“He said you’ll come to call this place a lot of
things, the prison, the cell block, the barracks, even purgatory,
but you’ll always remember it as home.”

“I find that even harder to believe.”

“Well, that might be a bit of an exaggeration, but
when you graduate, you’ll understand.” Tree laughed as he moved
past her into the room.

The comment caught Kile off guard. Since starting
this little adventure, no one gave much credence to her actually
succeeding. She had come a long way, but she still had a long way
to go, and a lot could happen in three years.

“Do you really think I’ll graduate, that I can become
a Hunter?” she asked Tree as she stepped into the room behind
him.

“Sure...don’t you?”

“I guess I haven’t given it much thought,” she
lied.

“Well, that’s a funny attitude to take. I mean you
are here aren’t you?”

“Yeah...but you said you’ve seen two dozen people
take the walk of shame, so what if I’m one of them?”

“No, you won’t be one of them, I can tell.”

“How?”

“For starters, you’re too stubborn. You remind me a
lot of my little sister.”

“Yeah, but…”

“Hey look, becoming a Hunter isn’t the end all. If
you don’t become a Hunter you don’t become a Hunter, not everyone
is cracked up to be one. But you’ve got this far and that alone is
a huge accomplishment. If you don’t get any farther than this, you
should still be very proud of yourself. Now, personally, I think
you will become a Hunter, and not just any Hunter but one of the
best, I can tell, I have a good nose for people. I have high hopes
for you. I’ll tell you what. In three years, when you walk though
the west gate, I’m gonna be here to watch it, and that’s a promise.
So you have to succeed, because I don’t want to have to come all
the way back here for nothing.”

“Okay, I promise,” she laughed.

“That’s better. Now, let me show you around your
room, shall I?”

It wasn’t difficult to see why some people referred
to this as the cellblock or the prison, because that was exactly
what it looked like. The rooms were as cold and as bare as the rest
of the decor, with dingy gray walls, a worn wooden floor and a
narrow opening that was laughingly referred to as a window. What
furniture there was, was poorly made, and only consisted of a bed,
a chest of drawers and a single chair tucked in the corner.

“It’s not as bad as it looks, at least its water
proof...well, mostly.”

“Thanks.”

“Soon this place will be just like home. Look, you
have all you amenities, your bed, a place to put your clothes, even
your own lavatory. What more could you want?”

When he put it that way he was right, it did have
everything she really needed, and to top it off it was larger than
her room back home.

Beside the bed sat her pack, the one that had
suddenly disappeared shortly after she had entered the Mystic’s
tower. She had assumed it would show up eventually, not that she
was worried. It wasn’t as if she had much it in to worry about. She
picked up the pack and tossed it on the bed before opening it up
and looking inside.

“That’s all you have?” Tree asked as he looked over
her shoulder.

Was that pity she saw on his face? It was very
unbecoming on him. She closed the pack and tossed it to the end of
the bed.

“I travel light,” she replied.

“Sorry...I didn’t mean...”

“It’s alright. I’m used to it.”

“Well, at least somebody knows you’re here,” Tree
said, quickly changing the subject as he grabbed a small box
wrapped in cloth sitting on the dresser.

“What is it?” she asked.

“How should I know? This is your room after all.”

Kile took the wrapped box from him slowly and shook
it gently. It rattled. She carefully removed the cloth. Her first
thought was that this was some kind of trick, that something was
going to pop out of the box, or maybe it would just explode in her
hands, but nothing happened. It was a simple brown box with gold
leaf writing on the top that read “Carlson’s Confectionaries”

“What is it?” she asked as Tree looked over her
shoulder.

“Carlson’s, that’s a sweet shop located on Willington
Street, just across from the candle shop. One of the best in
town.”

“Sweet shop?” she said as she opened the box slowly.
Inside, laid out in neat little rows were small pink-and
white-striped peppermint imps.

“Doesn’t look like I’m the only one who believes in
you,” Tree replied. “Do you know who sent it?”

“It doesn’t say, but I have an idea,” she smiled.

“I’ll let you keep that to yourself, then,” Tree
replied as he headed towards the door. “Supper is in the dinning
hall in two hours, if you’re hungry. They’ll probably send someone
to get you guys, but this place isn’t as large as it looks. If you
don’t want to wait you can probably find it yourself. Just look for
the cadets outside doubled over the garbage cans. You can’t miss
it.”

“Thanks, Tree.”

“Don’t mention it,” Tree replied as he closed the
door behind himself. And just like that she was alone again.

Kile pulled open the bottom draw of the chest and put
her box of peppermint imps in first, then stuffed the clothes from
her pack in afterward. She took the small ebony box from her shirt
and placed that on top of the dresser so that she could see it. It
was an unassuming trophy to remind her that she was the only one to
actually pass the final exam in the Mystic’s tower, and to reassure
her that she did actually belong here. She took the lone peppermint
imp that had been in the box and lay back on her bed.

“I guess I am home,” she said to herself as she
popped the imp into her mouth. It tasted just as she had remembered
it.
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Kile woke to the soft sound of the wind through the
open window, or was it the insistent pounding on her bedroom door?
It took her a moment to realize where she was as she rubbed the
sleep from her eyes. The room was foreign to her, it wasn’t home,
it wasn’t even the cell in the Mystic’s tower, although it did bear
a close resemblance. She threw her legs over the side of the bed
and sat up as a gentle smile crossed her lips. She was at the
Academy. This was her first morning waking up as a cadet at the
Academy. They told her she didn’t stand a chance, they told her she
would fail, that they wouldn’t even let her take the examination,
but she proved them wrong, she was actually here.

The pounding on the door grew louder as it echoed
through the small room. Kile looked out the window and was
surprised to see that the sun was already up. She hadn’t realized
how tired she was until she laid down last night, which was shortly
after Tree had left. She never even made it to the dinning hall,
not that she was looking forward to going. Why would she want to
give everyone another chance to stare at her?

“I wonder if I can get room service,” she mumbled to
herself as she pulled the blanket around her and, slowly got to her
feet, and shuffled to the door. When she pulled it open, Daniel
almost hit her in the head as she jumped back.

“Fine thing to wake up to,” she exclaimed.

“Oh, sorry, but I’ve been knocking for like...ten
minutes now.”

“Well...I was asleep,” she said as she moved away
from the door to let him in. She was not very happy with Daniel
this morning, but truth be told she was not very happy with many
people first thing in the morning.

“You weren’t at the dinning hall last night, I was
worried.”

“Were you?” she asked, although at this moment, she
really didn’t care whether he was worried or not. If he was so
worried about her, where was he when Eric knocked her down, not
once but twice? Where was he then? She didn’t see him rushing to
her side.

“Some of the boys thought that you might have already
taken the walk of shame,” he said, and then seemed to regret it the
very moment it left his lips.

Kile quickly turned; there was no hiding the anger in
her eyes now. Daniel jumped back defensively. If she wasn’t
standing between him and the door, she was sure he would have tried
to make a break for it.

“Already?” she shouted. “As in, it’s only a matter of
time before she does take the walk.”

“No...no, that’s not what I meant,” he panicked as he
backed into the wall, eyeing the door over her shoulder. “I
mean...they thought…”

“I know what they thought, I know what they’re always
thinking, you included. That I don’t belong here just because I’m a
girl. Well, I got this far and I don’t plan on taking the walk any
time soon, so you can go back and tell your little buddies that
from me,” Kile replied. This time she did step back, giving him a
clear escape route, but Daniel didn’t move.

“For one thing, I already told them that,” Daniel
shot back, finding the courage to stand up to this diminutive
creature that was nearly a foot shorter than he was. “If anything,
you have more of a right to be here than most of them out there,
including me, and as for another thing, they are not my buddies...I
thought you were.”

Daniel headed for the door, Kile grabbed his arm.

“I’m...sorry,” she replied. “I guess it’s...kind of
getting to me.”

“Well, if you can’t snap at your friends, who can you
snap at?” Daniel replied and gave her a goofy grin that clearly
said this was not his area of expertise. “Look, I can’t say I know
what you’re going through, I don’t have a clue, but I can imagine.
If you need somebody to shout at, you can always shout at me.”

“Thanks. I might take you up on that offer.”

“Oh, the reason why I woke you up is that some of the
third years are showing the new cadets around the compound, you
know, to get them better acclimated to their surroundings, or
something like that. Tree told me to tell you to get your butt out
there. You’re in his group, so you need to be on the field in an
hour.”

“Thanks. Let me just wash up and I’ll meet you
outside,” Kile replied as she ran her fingers through her hair. She
wished she had time to take a bath; it’s been a few days since she
really felt like herself.

“Oh, by the way,” Daniel replied, stopping at the
door. He reached into his shirt and tossed her an apple. “You
didn’t eat last night, so I figured you were probably hungry.
Remember, one hour.”

“Thanks, I’ll be there,” she said as she closed the
door behind him.

 


She washed up, brushed the tangled out of her hair,
pulled it back into a pony tail, and tied it off with a leather
strap. Next she changed her clothes and ate her apple as she put
away the last of her belongings. She took one last look around the
room; she would have to do something to brighten the place up if
she was going to stay here for the next three years. The room as it
was now was just too depressing. That was the last thing she
needed.

She closed the door and started down the hall. A few
of the other boys were coming out of their own rooms, getting ready
for their own tours. Some paused in their doorways upon seeing her,
waiting until she passed since they probably didn’t want to be seen
walking out with her. Others hurried by, looking the other way,
pretending not to see her at all. This was what she had expected
and what she had resigned the next three years of her life to. What
did surprise her was that a few, and it was a very small few,
actually gave her a nod as she passed. Some even made eye contact
and one went as far as to say “morning” as he rushed by. Who knows,
by this time next year he might even manage to give her the
complete “good morning.”

She stepped out the front doors of the dorms and the
compound stretched out before her. It looked very much like it had
yesterday, only a lot brighter. She didn’t really expect it to have
changed overnight, but she had hoped that it would make her feel
different. Last night she was just a wannabe cadet, today she was a
full fledged cadet. Surely that meant something.

Kile headed for the center of the field where most of
the cadets had gathered. When she arrived, she heard a familiar
voice that made her blood run cold. She turned slowly to see Eric
standing off to one side, leaning against a fence post.
Fortunately, he had no interest in her this morning, and was in a
heated discussion with a few cadets that were more his age. Alex
had said that this was Eric’s third attempt to get into the
Academy. Those were probably some of the kids he had originally
tried to get in with, reunited after two years. She was glad to see
that some of them were a bit put off by whatever it was he was
saying. All she could hope was that it wasn’t about her. Was that
just the paranoia speaking? she wondered as she reached the field
and looked around for Tree. Surely not everybody there that spoke
behind their hand or in a hushed whisper when she passed were
discussing her, at least that was what she hoped.

She didn’t find Tree, who she found was….

“HEY, KILE!!! OVER HERE!”

...one hyperactive chipmunk.

Kile cringed as Alex’s voice carried across the
entire compound. It must be nice not to care what anyone thought
about you, but she was beginning to think that in Alex’s case, he
just didn’t know any better.

Faces turned towards her, but soon turned away. Was
she becoming yesterday’s news so quickly? The excitement of the
Academy experience would dampen their disgust for her, even if just
for a day or two. Kile moved through the crowd to where Alex was
jumping up and down, waving his arms.

“We didn’t see you last night, where were you?” he
asked as she got closer.

“I must have fallen asleep.”

“Oh well, never mind. Nothing really happened. The
food was pretty good though, if you like that sort of stuff. You
remember Carter don’t you?” Alex asked as he grabbed one of the
other boys by the arm and turned him around, almost knocking him
into Kile.

She had remembered seeing the boy before, during the
examination. She knew he was Daniel’s friend, but he didn’t want to
have anything to do with her. He thought she was a jinx and having
any association with her would be marked against him. It would
appear that he still didn’t want anything to do with her.

“Hi,” he mumbled without making much eye contact.

“See you found the group,” Daniel replied as he came
up behind Kile.

“Yeah, I had a beacon,” she said, nodding towards
Alex, who was jumping up and down trying to see above the rest of
the boys.

“Yeah, I know, I could hear him across the
compound.”

“This is all I get?”

Kile turned to see Tree cutting his way through the
crowed. The large man was easily identifiable over the smaller
cadets and truly lived up to his name. She looked about the field
as groups were beginning to form around the other third year cadets
all dressed in the same green livery. Most of the other groups were
a lot larger than the one Kile was in, and she wondered if it was
because of her, or whether she really was being paranoid. Their
group only consisted of six people, there was her, Daniel, Alex and
Cater, as well as two other’s that she wasn’t too familiar with.
She had seen them during the examination and she knew their names,
but she had never been introduced, and doubted if she would. One
was Tommy Kline. She knew the least about him, since the only other
time she had seen him was during the combat scenario with the
valrik in the Mystic’s tower, and then he was already dead. The
other boy was Murphy Sans. He was one of Eric’s friends. A tall,
broad kid with a dark complexion and short cropped black hair. One
should not be judged by the company one keeps, she told herself.
She would have to hold her opinion on him in check for the
meantime, but it was rather difficult to do.

“Okay, we are going to take the scenic route, better
known as ‘the roundabout way,’” Tree announced. “We’ll start at the
stables and go on from there, and if you have any questions, just
shout them out, that’s what I’m here for. I may not know the
answers, but by the time you figure that out, I’ll have graduated
and be long gone.”

Tree led them away from the other groups and up the
hill towards the large barn-like structure that sat off from the
rest of the buildings. Given the all too familiar smell that was
wafting down the hill towards them, it was no wonder the building
was so far from the others. In many ways it reminded Kile of home,
and for one very brief moment she was a little homesick. It was a
very brief moment, and in fact she actually missed it as a young
man came running down the hill towards them. He was one of the
older students, which was clear from his clothing, and would have
passed them by if Tree hadn’t called out to him.

“Hey Rick, what’s the rush?”

Rick almost lost his footing as he tried to stop and
change directions.

“Haven’t you heard?” he asked, slightly out of breath
as he got closer. He was a tall, thin boy with long black hair and
eyes as dark as pitch. He was so excited that he could hardly
speak.

“The Troll of Blackmore was brought in.”

“No way...how? By who?” Tree asked in disbelief.

“I don’t know all the details, not yet anyway, but
the story is making its way through town. I just got the word from
the Guild,” Rick said, shaking a rolled up notice in his hand.
“I’ve been ordered to bring the news to old Sour Puss himself, man
is he gonna be ticked.”

“Tell me about it,” Tree laughed. “But come on, what
did you hear?”

“Well, what I’ve learned so far was that it was a
Hunter by the name of Marcus Taylor. He brought him into Evenshire
two days back...by himself.”

“One man? I have to meet that guy.”

“Yeah, sorry about the script, Tree, but that still
leaves three more. You can always try for one of those.”

“Yeah...but the Troll of Blackmore,” Tree said,
shaking his head. “There’ll never be another script like that.
You’ll have to tell me what Sour Puss does when he hears the
news.”

“You got it man,” Rick said, clapping Tree on the
chest and running back down the hill.

Tree stood there for a moment still shaking his head
as he watched his friend go. Kile couldn’t help but noticed how
fast the young man could move, and before she realized it, he was
already across the fields and through one of the door in the large
stone building on the western side of the compound. Was that a
Hunter’s Edge she wondered, and what sphere would that have fallen
under?

“What was that all about?” Alex asked.

The big man quickly turned around as if he had just
remembered that he had six new students waiting for him.

“Well, if Rick got his story right, and I have no
doubt he did, then a Hunter just brought in the Troll of
Blackmore.”

“The what?” Daniel asked.

“You haven’t heard of the Troll of Blackmore?” Tree
responded in disbelief. “He’s been terrorizing the southern region
around the Blackmore swamps for over a decade now. Boraro, our
illustrious Weapons Master, went after the Troll himself some years
back, it nearly killed him. He is not going to be happy when he
learns that another Hunter did what he couldn’t. Never let your
pride get in the way of your duty.”

“You don’t seem very happy about it either...are
you?” Kile asked, although it wasn’t so much a question as it was a
simple statement of fact. She wasn’t sure why she knew; only that
she knew. The news of the death of the Troll was one that Tree
wasn’t too happy about.

Tree looked a bit confused at first, then that
familiar smile returned to his face. “It’s not really all that
bad,” he replied. “It’s just that...I always thought that I would
be the one to bring the Troll in.”

“Why you?” Carter asked.

“Oh, no reason...well...actually, it’s kind of
embarrassing really. You see, it was my first year here when I
heard about the Troll of Blackmore. It was just after he had
attacked the Royal caravan. It took a couple of days before the
news actually reached us so there was nothing we could do about it,
not that a bunch of cadets could do anything about the Troll, but
Master Boraro was pretty steamed when he heard. I think he blamed
himself for the attack, not being able to stop the Troll when he
had the chance.

“Well...that night I had this dream that I was the
one that brought the Troll in and receiving all the fame and glory,
and of course the money wasn’t all that bad either. His script was
enough for any Hunter to retire on. I just thought the dream
was...I don’t know, an omen...or a prophecy or something, you know,
like...my destiny. I used to tell everyone that I was going to be
the Hunter to brings down the Troll of Blackmore and retire off the
script. I guess there’s no chance of that now.”

Tree fell silent for a moment and appeared to be lost
in thought, and Kile knew there was a lot more to the story then he
was telling. She wanted to ask him, but on the other hand, she
didn’t want to pry. If he didn’t want to tell, that was his
business.

“What’s a script?” Tommy asked.

“A script, no...you wouldn’t really know what those
are would you? Okay, I’m going to give you your very first
unofficial lesson as a Hunter,” Tree replied, and again that
familiar grin returned to his face. “You see, a script is the paper
that is written up on a bounty. It is basically the price that is
put on the bounties head along with any pertinent information. The
Troll of Blackmore was an open script for...well...quite a bit of
coin. Open means it wasn’t assigned to anyone, so any Hunter, who
really wishes to make a name for himself could fill the open script
by bringing in the bounty; that is if he’s good enough, and lucky
enough. As I was saying before, Boraro tried and nearly got himself
killed. This Marcus must really be good to bring in the Troll on
his own. A few Hunters have been known to collaborate on a script
of this magnitude, but then they would have to divide the pay among
themselves.”

“Then there are only three bounties out there?”
Carter asked.

“Well, no, not exactly, there are a lot of bounties
or scripts that are still open. Some Hunters pick up open scripts
to make extra cash between assignments, and some during
assignments, but the Guild doesn’t really approve of that. Other
Hunters spend all their time collecting on open scripts. There’s
always enough to go around, but there were only four Class A
scripts that were still open.”

“Class A?”

“You’re gonna learn all this in Master Voreing’s
classes, but I’ll give you the basics for now. When you graduate
from the Academy, you’ll start out as a probationary Level Five
Hunter, which means you only get to do Class E missions, Class E
being the lowest ranking assignment. Not all that important, but
still there are a lot of them and they have to be done by somebody.
They’re kind of the bread and butter of the Guild.

“As you prove yourself to the Guild council you’ll be
given more important assignments with higher priorities. Succeed
enough times and you’ll move up in rank from a Level Five Hunter to
a Level Four Hunter, from a Level Four to a Level Three and so on.
As your levels go up, your assignments get harder. You’ll go from a
Class E to a Class D then to a Class C and so on. Now, there are a
lot of open scripts that are posted by the public or even the local
governments, which are evaluated by the Guild. They are given a
class rating, but for one reason or another, they aren’t assigned
to any one Hunter. It may be that the bounty is too trivial or that
there are no new leads to follow, or it could be that it is not
financially profitable or the party that placed the script does not
have the means or money to back it up, so the scripts are
considered open. Any Hunter regardless of level can try his...or
her hand at filling these scripts. Only a very few scripts have
been deemed dangerous enough to be given a Class A assignment
rating. Since the Troll of Blackmore was taken down, as of today
there are only three Class A scripts left open. These represent the
most dangerous threats that exist that we know of.”

“Why doesn’t the Guild just go after them?” Carter
asked. “Why not just get a group of Hunter’s together and hunt them
down?”

“Financial reasons,” Daniel replied.

“You’re right, Danny, that is part of it. Its not
like they haven’t tried, it’s that they haven’t been very
successful at it. It’s difficult to get Hunters to work together;
each one develops their own techniques, their own skills. Each
Hunter has their own Edge, and each Hunter wants to keep that Edge
a secret from other Hunters, so you can understand why it would be
difficult for Hunters to work in groups. Then, of course, there are
the financial reasons. It’s not very cost effective. After a while
it just starts to cost too much in time, resources and equipment to
hunt down all the scripts. By the time the news reaching the Guild
and they get everything together and get to the location where
these bounties were last seen, they’re gone, and since the threat,
although quite real is not constant, they leave them for ones that
are more demanding, ones that bring the Guild more money, more
recognition. The Guild takes forty percent of the assigned scripts,
but only ten percent of the open scripts. So there will always be
Hunters like Marcus Taylor, who will pursue that one open script
that will set them up for life.”

“So, what you’re saying is that all we have to do is
go after one of these open scripts as soon as we get out of the
Academy and we’ll be set for life. We’ll just jump straight to
Level One. That’s perfect.” Alex grinned.

“I don’t think it’s that easy.” Kile remarked.

“It’s not,” Tree laughed. “Let's say, for the sake of
argument, you graduated from the Academy and by sheer luck, you
managed to bring in the Beast of Splinter Mountain two days later.
The Guild with not certify you as a Level One Hunter based upon one
deed. They take a lot of things into consideration, and how fast
you can jeopardize your life is not one of them. In fact, it may
even work against you. If the Guild thinks you’re too reckless,
they may place restrictions on you.”

“Why would they do that?” Alex asked.

“Because the Guild is investing a lot of time and
money into your training,” Daniel replied. “They want to get their
money’s worth.”

“You’re definitely heading towards the accounting
department at the Guild, Danny, but you’re right, that pretty much
sums it up,” Tree laughed.

“So what are the last three...scripts?” Kile
asked.

“Well, lets me see if I remember my teachings,” Tree
said as he tried to put on his best mystic impersonation by
scratching his chin and looking thoughtful. “There is the Beast of
Splinter Mountain, as I mentioned before, then there is the Drake
of the Western flats, and of course the worst is the Minotaur of
Calder falls.”

“Why is he the worst?” Kile asked. “I would have
thought that the dragon would have been more dangerous.”

“Well...yeah, but no one’s heard from or about the
Drake of the Western flats for so long that most believe it to be a
myth. The last known Hunter that tried to bring down the Drake was
Sondire Berk and that was what, a hundred years ago.”

“What happen to him?” Alex asked.

“I believe he died,” Tree replied. “As for the Beast
of Splinter Mountain, well, let’s face it. There aren’t too many
people going up into the Splinter Mountains for the Beast to be
much of a threat, but the Minotaur is real enough. In the past four
years, since coming to the Academy, I’ve heard news of eight
Hunters that have lost their lives in search of the Minotaur of
Calder falls, not to mention how many were injured. The creature
just pops up every now and then, and Hunters of all levels try
their hand at bringing him in. So far, they haven’t been very
lucky.”

“How much is he worth?” Carter asked.

“Why, thinking of trying your hand when you get
certified?” Tree laughed.

“Who knows, I just might.”

“Well, then I wish you the best of luck. I think I’ll
stay clear of the Minotaur. The last I heard though, his script was
up there, as good as, if not more than, the Troll of Blackmore.
Okay, enough with scripts, I’m supposed to be showing you around
this campus as my last official duty as a cadet, so let's get
going,” Tree said as he started up the hill.

“Can you image that, one script, and you’d be set for
life.” Alex grinned.

“That’s if you live long enough to collect.” Kile
remarked.

The stables were pretty much what Kile had expected,
very similar to the old barn back home on the farm, only four or
five times larger and dedicated solely to the care of horses. It
was like a long narrow hallway with stalls on both sides, and then
another hallway that ran parallel to that, and there was no telling
how many more ran parallel to that one, but for all the stalls,
only a few of them were actually occupied.

Tree knew exactly where he was going. He passed each
stall one by one, until he arrived at his destination: a beautiful
silver gray mare. Kile had never seen such a horse in her life, but
then horses were not all that common back in Riverport. Her family
only owned the one old plow horse that doubled as a carthorse when
they needed to get into town, but he was nothing compared to this
one. She seemed to radiate her own light, even in the darkness of
the barn.

“This is Silvermoon,” Tree said with a note of pride
as he stroked the horse’s nose. He reached into his tunic and
produced a carrot, which the mare eagerly accepted. “Isn’t she a
beauty?”

“Is she yours?” Alex asked.

“She sure is, and if you stay around until your
second year, you’ll get one of your own, but probably not like
Silvermoon here.”

“What? We get our own horse?” Carter asked with a
note of excitement in his voice that Kile had never heard before.
So, there is something that can spark a reaction in the stone-faced
Carter she thought.

“Well of course you do. It would be difficult to
teach you how to ride a horse if you didn’t have a horse to ride,”
Tree laughed as he pulled out another carrot and fed it to a hungry
Silvermoon.

“So, we’ll get one of these horses?”

“No, not one of these, these are all accounted for.
By the time you reach your second year, the Academy will have a new
batch of horses for you to choose from.”

“Is there a problem Master Treeman?” a voice
whispered from one of the shadows. It was difficult to tell where
it came from as Kile quickly scanned the area, but at least she
wasn’t alone in her confusion as the boys had no idea where the
disembodied voice originated from either. Tree was the only one
that didn’t appear to be bothered by the seemingly ghostly
visitor.

“No problem, Luke, just showing the new recruits
around the compound. I figured I’d start here, see how Silvermoon
was doing, then work my way around,” Tree replied without taking
his eye from the mare. “I was thinking of taking her out this
afternoon.”

It looked as if the shadows had come to life within
one of the upper haylofts as a figure pulled itself from the
darkness and leapt to the stable floor, landing no more than twenty
feet from where the group stood, and yet it never made a sound. As
the figure got closer it moved into the light and Kile recognized
the man as the carriage driver that had brought her to the
Academy.

He wasn’t wearing the same green livery as he had the
night before. Instead, he was dressed in shades of brown, which was
probably why he blended in so well with the stable’s surroundings.
His high leather boots and long, ill fitting, threadbare coat gave
him the appearance of a vagabond as opposed to a stable hand, and
yet his seemingly ageless facial features belied even that. He
moved with a grace, which in Kile’s mind was unnatural, as he
silently approached them.

“Not very impressive, are they?” He inquired in a
soft, calm voice that was barely above a whisper, but was easily
heard in the silence of the stables. He looked from one cadet to
the other then focused on Kile until Tree spoke.

“I wouldn’t say that, Luke. I think that there are
quite a few in this group that will become excellent Hunters...like
me. If you remember right, you didn’t think much of me the first
time we met.”

“I remember. The feeling hasn’t changed.”

“Very funny,” Tree laughed, although it didn’t look
as if Luke was sharing in the joke. “I’d like you to meet Lukiena
Elemsia Morten, don’t worry if you don’t get his name right,
everyone just calls him Luke. He takes care of the horses and does
a few odd things around the Academy, so you’ll probably see him
here and there...or then again, you probably won’t. He has a nasty
habit of popping up and disappearing when you least expect it.”

“So, am I to expect masses of people coming into my
stables today, disturbing my horses, all for the sake of
sightseeing?”

“Pretty much, yeah,” Tree grinned.

“Wonderful,” he mumbled. Kile watched him as he
walked past her, and she would have sworn he had only gone a couple
of yards when she just couldn’t see him anymore. It wasn’t like he
disappeared the way the mystics did back at the tower, of course
they made an exhibition out of everything they did, it was more
like she just lost sight of him in the shadows.

“Is he for real?” Carter asked.

“Don’t let his good nature fool you; he’s actually a
very serious fellow,” Tree remarked, pulling Kile’s attention back
to him. “Okay, let’s get moving, there’s a lot still left to
see.”

They left the barn and headed up towards the North
West corner of the Academy with Tree leading the way. They walked
across a large stretch of ground, neatly trimmed with small groves
of trees along the outer compound wall.

“Now we come to the hub of the Academy,” Tree said as
he started towards a large structure nestled in the corner of the
compound.

This building was the largest she has seen so far and
appeared to be a series of smaller buildings that had somehow been
forced together to create one larger construction. A condition of
constantly adding on as the Guild grew larger through the years and
a larger Academy was required. Kile was reminded of the Mystic’s
tower, and although this building looked far from sinister, she
couldn’t help but wonder if it was the same architect. The original
structure was of an old stone and probably predated the walls of
Azintar. As the years passed the newer sections were added as
needed in whatever material was available at that time, giving the
building an overall unique quality.

It was far larger than Kile had originally believed,
as it extended further back, covering a lot more ground than she
thought, but then she had only seen it from the bottom of the hill
and in the dark, so it was a bit deceiving. Most of the activity
was isolated to the outer buildings. One in particular was of the
same old stone as the original structure, built around a large
chimney that was streaming out black smoke. The smell of food
easily identified it as the kitchen.

“Get used to that sight,” Tree said as he pointed to
a few cadets that were carrying plates and trays from the kitchen
to the main building and back again. “That’ll be one of your
assignments.”

“Assignments? What does that have to do with
hunting?” Murphy grumbled from the back of the group.

“Nothing and everything,” Tree responded without
turning around. Kile was getting the distinct suspicion that Tree
didn’t think too much of Murphy, although the boy has been behaving
himself so far. “This Academy is your home whether you like it or
not, and as in any home you have your chores and your
responsibilities. There are kitchen duties, stable duties, grounds
keeping, cleaning, and laundry, to name a few. It’s all done by the
cadets.”

“If I wanted to do chores I would have stayed at
home,” Timmy commented. Tree just smiled and pointed to the eastern
gate. It was clear what he meant, if you wanted to stay home, you
can simply go home, no one was forcing you to stay.

“Is there another kitchen?” Alex asked.

“No, not that I’m aware of,” Tree replied a bit
confused.

“Well...what happens in the winter? Surely they don’t
expect you to walk that distance in the snow. What do you do
then?”

“You walk in snow.”

“Well that’s stupid, why put the kitchen all the way
out here?”

“Fire. If the kitchen suddenly went up in flames,
they don’t want it to take out the entire building,” Tree replied
with a shrug.

“Have you ever had a fire here?”

“As a matter of fact there was, during my second year
here.”

“In the kitchen?”

“No, in one of the classrooms. Come on, there is
still much to see,” Tree said as he led them to the main
building.

“So how do we know what chores we have?” Daniel
asked.

“Oh, you’ll know. There’s a board outside of Oblum
office that has the list of chores and the cadet that is assigned
to them for that week, and you had better be where you are supposed
to be when you’re supposed to be there.”

“How do they choose chores?”

“It’s a really involved process, you see they have to
evaluate your strengths and weakness, your general ability and
knowledge, take into consideration your height, weight and hair
color, what part of the country you came from, whether you eat your
bread buttered side up or down. Then they will painstakingly
separate which cadets are suited for which assignments, then
there’s the entire process of setting up time schedules and work
loads. It's really quite complicated.”

“Really?” Alex asked in awe.

“No, of course not, they pick your name at random and
you’re assigned whatever chores are left.”

“We can’t pick our own?”

“Not for first or second years. Survive until your
third year and then you can choose which assignments you want,
although there are a few exceptions. I know this one guy, he came
from a family of bakers, straight from the main streets of
Littenbeck. Man he could cook, put all these guys to shame.”

“So he worked in the kitchen?”

“Maintenance and cleaning,” Tree said as he stopped
in front of a huge set of oak doors strapped with wrought iron
hinges. He turned to face the group, standing tall and clasping his
hands behind his back as Oblum had addressed them last night.

“Behind these doors is the true Academy. It is here
you will learn the essential of becoming a Hunter. You will learn
to read and write as well as arithmetic, logistics, strategy,
history, culture, and everything else that you will need to know
when you are out on your own in the wild trying to survive.
Unfortunately the majority of it is as boring as sin.”

Tree pushed the doors open as they entered the main
building and stood in the grand hall of the Academy. It was a vast
room; two stories high with a vaulted ceiling supported by massive
stone pillars. There was a wide staircase that ran opposite the
door ending upon a landing, then branches off into opposite
directions. The walls were lined with the portraits of men and
shelves of curiosities as well as an assortment of banners and
weapons all proudly displayed.

“This is the history of the Hunters,” Tree said with
an encompassing sweep of his arms. “Everything here has a story to
tell, every picture is a Hunter who has achieved greatness or has
died in the service of the Guild. Every sword, every banner, every
item in this room is a part of the history, and now it’s a part of
your history. By the time you leave this Academy, you will have
learned the names and deeds of every Hunter here.”

The boys spread out through the gallery as Kile came
up behind Tree.

“And how many do you actually remember?” she
asked.

“Not many,” Tree replied with a grin.

“I thought you said we’d learn the names and deeds of
all the Hunters here.” Carter interrupted. Of course Carter would
want to know all the facts as he stared in awe at the paintings.
Kile figured the boy had already staked a claim to a wall where his
own portrait would hang.

“I did, but I didn’t say you’d remember them. There
are probably only two people at this Academy that can tell you the
story behind everything here: Master Voreing, the history, culture
and political instructor, and Master Latherby, but...you’ll have to
get him on a good day.”

“Why do we have to know all this stuff anyway?”
Murphy asked. There was almost a look of distaste on his face at
the thought of having to learn anything that didn’t involve
physical violence. “I mean, culture, how is that going to help us
fight valrik?”

“Answer me this, kid,” Tree said as he walked up to
Murphy and looked him in the eye. “What are the three rules to
dining at the king’s table, the three things you have to do so that
you don’t insult the king?”

Murphy was completely caught off guard by the pop
quiz. He looked from side to side to see if he could get any help
from his fellow cadets. He was so desperate that he even looked to
Kile for the help, but she didn’t know the answer, not that she
would have told him if she did know. She enjoyed the fact that
Murphy was being put on the spot.

“Um...I don’t know,” he finally confessed.

“If you break even one of those rules, the last thing
you’ll see is your headless body from the inside of a basket, and
that’s only assuming that when the headman chops off your head, it
falls face side up.”

Murphy nodded slowly as he backed away from Tree.

“There aren’t any such rules, are there?” Kile asked
when she knew that Murphy was out of earshot.

“I don’t know, there might be,” Tree replied.

“Who’s this guy?” Carter called out from across the
gallery, it was clear that he was interested in a large portrait of
an even larger man decked out in armor standing on the edge of a
battlefield.

“That, I know. That’s Quaineess Nyn, the slayer of
Gator the Ash Creator,” Tree called out as he walked over to where
Carter was standing.

As much as Kile liked Tree, she couldn’t help but
wonder how much he really knew about Quaineess Nyn, and whether a
Hunter with that name actually existed. She decided to take her own
tour around the artifacts as the boys discussed the slaying of
Gator, or whatever its name was. It would be interesting to see if
it kept the same name by the end of the story.

The pictures of the Hunters didn’t inspire much hope
for her future. They were all large, imposing figures that looked
down at her from on high, filling new cadets with unreasonable
expectation: become a Hunter and grow three sizes in three years,
at least that was a size a year. It all seemed to border on the
ridiculous. The pictures were nothing more than unobtainable ideals
to stroke the egos of the Hunter’s Guild, and she doubted if any of
the past Hunters looked anything like what their pictures depicted.
The weapons were no better as some of the swords looked too large
to even lift, let alone wield in combat. It was kind of
discouraging as she moved from one exhibit to the next until she
arrives at a more modest painting. The man in the portrait was
tall, lean and struck a rather dashing pose. She had to reach over
the table to wipe the plaque in order to read the name. If cadets
were actually responsible for cleaning, they weren’t doing a very
good job.

“Doesn’t look anything like me, does it?”

Kile turned around quickly, almost knocking over a
few of the artifacts on the table as she stared up at the Guild
Master. She hadn’t heard him come up behind her, but then she
wasn’t really paying much attention to anything around her, but the
exhibits, she wasn’t even aware that Tree and the boys were no
longer in the main gallery.

“Master Latherby,” she managed to squeak out as she
set one of the displays upright.

“Oh, enough with the Master stuff,” he replied, still
looking up at the painting. “I never understood why, or even when
that started. In my time it would have just been Mathew. In fact,
it still is.”

Kile wasn’t sure if the man was talking to her, or
his picture. Now that she saw the two together, there was a
resemblance, but the picture was definitely more flattering.

“Rather imposing, aren’t they?” he said looking
around the room.

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t exactly see a place in here for you, do
you?”

The question kind of hit her hard as that was exactly
what she was thinking. She wasn’t sure whether the question was
directed to her, or at her. It was hard to tell whether he was
encouraging her or convince her that there was just no place for
her at the Academy.

“I haven’t given it much thought, sir,” she lied.

“Sure you have, every cadet that walks through those
doors thinks about it. Will my picture be here? Will my deeds be
remembered? Will I inspire Hunters that come after me? It’s kind of
what we all wonder. Will I make a difference; do I actually fit in
here?”

He didn’t expect her to answer, but they were the
questions that she had often asked herself. He turned to look at
her, and there was a hint of sadness in his eyes that she could not
explain.

“Follow me, Kile, I want to show you something,”
Mathew said as he started off across the gallery.

“I should really be with my group, Sir,” she
protested, but it didn’t stop her from following him.

“I wouldn’t worry about Gerald. Although, he can turn
a good tale. I do love listening to his stories sometimes. You
should hear the one he tells about me,” Mathew remarked as he
stopped at one of the side doors and produced a key from his inside
pocket. He unlocked the door, pushed it open and then stepped
aside. It was clear that he wanted Kile to enter first.

She looked through the door, into the darkness, but
couldn’t make out anything beyond. It wouldn’t do to disobey the
head of the Guild, she thought as she nervously entered the room.
Mathew followed her in, and then closed the door behind them. There
was a moment of complete darkness before the entire room lit up,
and Kile was looking at another, yet smaller, gallery. There were
only three displays here, but the differences were dramatic. The
pictures didn’t depict the larger than life, godlike beings of
muscular impossibilities. In fact, they weren’t men at all.

“Were these women, Hunters?” she asked as she moved
from one painting to the next.

“There were a few, in fact, back in the early days
there were just as many female Hunters as there were men. I’m not
sure when it actually changed, when the Guild thought that women
were no longer able to handle the training, it just sort of
happened. It was gradual at first, but over the years, it became a
mainstay. No one actually said women couldn’t be Hunters; it was
just something that was accepted.

“There was a time they wanted me to get rid of these,
but I couldn’t,” Mathew added. There was almost a longing in his
voice as he talked about the past, looking at each of the pictures
one at a time as if remembering them, not so much their stories,
but the actual person behind the portrait.

“At one time they were displayed within the main
gallery, but not any more. You think you have so much time, but
before you know it, they’re all gone.”

“Do you know their names, sir?” Kile asked. There
wasn’t anything written on the bottoms of the pictures as there had
been in the larger gallery, or maybe they had just been
removed.

“I should, I am the head of the Guild after all,” he
smiled, but it was a forced smile. He walked up to the first
picture that depicted a young, slim girl with long black hair
dressed all in white, standing between two marble pillars. She
couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen.

“This was Alisa Isa, the martyr of Baala. She brought
an end to the conflicts within the empire of Baala, at a high cost.
She had single-handedly undermined the confidence the people had in
their king by showing them that there was a better way to live. She
led a protest condemning the Royal Family’s actions against its own
people. When they finally came for her, she refused to fight and
went willingly. Her death was the final straw that ended the king’s
reign. She was a gentle, peaceful woman; nobody ever thought she
would amount to much as a Hunter.”

“Now this one is Catherine Y’lew,” Mathew said,
pointing at the painting of a woman with fiery red hair holding a
sword up to a thunder cloud. “She was like Isa in many ways, but
not so much in others. She was a courageous, strong woman with a
stubborn streak a mile wide. She fought the uhyre champion Grydusk
in single combat during the Mud Wars debates. Fought him to a
standstill and earned the right to sign the treaty that ended the
war.”

It was the last painting of a young woman that had
moved Kile the most. She had golden-blond hair and was dressed in a
simple brown leather tunic and slacks. She had two swords strapped
to her back and was wearing the same high leather boots that Kile
had seen Luke wearing in the stables. She was sitting on a rock
among the trees in a forest with a small fawn by her side. There
was a peace about her, a calmness that Kile felt just by looking
into the young maiden’s eyes. There was something about those eyes,
something familiar and yet so foreign. She had such an ageless
beauty that the artist had managed to capture, and yet the painting
could not truly do her justice.

“I see you have been captured by the young
Huntress.”

“Who was she?” Kile asked, never turning away from
the painting’s eyes.

“Risa Ta’re,” he whispered.

That name was not of Aruian origin, she thought as
she repeated it over and over in her head. Mathew picked up a long
box that had been sitting beside the picture, and brushed off the
years of dust that had settled upon it. He opened it and placed it
in front of Kile.

Inside were two thin swords, unlike anything she had
ever seen. Each blade was etched with writing she could not read,
each leather strapped grip had been worn down to the handle through
use. Kile looked from the painting to the swords and back again.
She could identify the hilts as those the Risa wore strapped to her
back.

The swords, the name, those eyes, could she be?

“Was she…”

“Was she what?” Mathews asked.

Kile looked at the woman again; there was something
different about her, something ageless.

“Was she an...elf?”

The Guild Master laughed.

“An elf...well...I suppose she was, in a way.”

“Do you know much about her?”

Mathew closed the box and placed it back to rest on
the shelf where it had sat for countless years. “That is a story
best left for another time,” he replied as the lights in the room
went out. The door opened and Kile was forced to pull herself away
from the paintings that she could no longer see.

“You had best catch up with your classmates,” Mathew
said as he closed and locked the door. “They will be in the weapons
room just down the hall, third door to the left.”

“Thank you, sir, for showing me that,” she
replied.

She was just about to leave when Mathew stopped her.
Kile turned around as the Guild Master held the key out to her.

“Take it,” he said when it was clear she didn’t know
what he wanted her to do with it. “It only seems fitting that the
only female cadet should have access to the female part of the
gallery...so to speak.”

“But sir, are you sure?”

“I have seen her so many times that I can remember
her image simply by closing my eyes. I think she deserves someone
else to look upon her.”

Kile didn’t have to ask who he was refereeing to.

“Thank you,” she said as she took the key from his
hand.

“Go, before Gerald starts to wonder where you got off
to. And Kile, try not to believe everything Treeman has to say, he
has a tendency to...exaggerate,” Mathew grinned.

She slipped the key into her pocket and started
towards the hallway leading to the weapons room. She turned one
more time to thank Master Latherby, but he was nowhere to be seen.
As quietly as he had entered, he was gone.

She walked down the hall that Master Latherby had
indicated and counted off the doors. It didn’t take her long to
find the weapons room, since it was the only door that was open and
she could hear laughter from inside. She walked in to see Alex
straining under the weight of a huge two-handed sword that was
longer than he was tall.

“I know I can do this,” he grunted, lifting the sword
out before him, his arms extended. To his credit, he did manage to
get it waist high before dropping it back to the floor, although he
nearly had to bend over backwards to do it.

“Ah, she returns,” Tree commented when he saw Kile
standing in the doorway.

“Sorry, Tree, Master Latherby…”

“Say no more,” Tree grinned as he took the sword from
Alex with one hand and effortlessly placed it back on the rack. “I
don’t suppose you would like to try.”

She wasn’t sure what it was she was supposed to try,
but it was probably something to do with lifting a sword and she
really wasn’t all that interested. Besides, she had kept them
waiting long enough.

“Well, come on, there’s still lots to see,” Tree said
as he ushered them out of the room. Carter was the only one that
was reluctant to leave, but with Tree coming up behind him, he
really didn’t have much of a choice.

“Where were you? What happened?” Daniel asked as he
pulled Kile aside. “Is there a problem?”

“No, no problem,” she assured him, “I’ll tell you
later.”

They followed after Tree who was pointing out the
individual rooms and tell them what they would be learning in each
one. Most of the words he was spouting off had no meaning for Kile,
but she figured she would find out soon enough. It wasn’t until he
ran out of doors that he ran out of words, and the only door left
was the one that led out back.

Behind the Academy was a path leading across an open
field to where three rather large round buildings with thatched
peaked roofs sat some distance away from the main hall.

“That is where you will be learning your Edge,” Tree
said as he pointed them out. It didn’t look as if he wanted to get
any closer than he had to. “The one on the right is yours, I
believe.”

“What do you mean ‘ours’?” Carter asked.

“That is where your mystic will live for the next
three years.”

“Our mystic?”

“Well of course, your mystic, whose do you
think?”

“We have a mystic?” Alex asked.

“The mystic that preformed the sphere influence test
during your entry examination. That is your mystic for the next
three years. It will be his job to teach you guys how to use your
Hunter’s Edge responsibly.”

“You mean the old guy in the yellow robes?” Alex
shouted in surprise.

“Yeah, that would be him!” Tree shouted back. “You’ll
all be assigned sessions with him based on your individual
needs.”

“What does that mean?” Daniel asked.

“The more training you need to control your Edge, the
more times you will be seeing him.”

Great, Kile thought, she might as well just move in
with the old man and save him the trouble of finding her. How could
he teach her about something that she didn’t have?

“Has a Hunter ever graduated without any Edge?” she
asked.

“Not possible,” Tree replied, an answer that Kile
didn’t really want to hear. “Every Hunter has to prove he has a
grasp of his Edge before he can graduate, although that evaluation
is also done one-on-one with the mystics. So no one, not the
instructors, not your classmates, not even the Guild, knows what
your Edge is. That is something between you and the mystic.”

“Then how do we know if we pass?” Tommy asked.

“Again, that is between you and the mystic. Only he
will know if you have a firm enough grasp of your Edge. For some
people it’s easy, others have to try a little harder. Just because
two people are influenced by the same sphere, doesn’t mean that
they have the same Edge, and even if they do happen to have the
same Edge, it could be at two different levels. Say two people are
influenced by the sphere of fire. One might be able to light a
candle, the other might be able to set a house ablaze, but they can
both pass if the mystic feel that they have a firm enough grasp on
their Edge based on their own limitations.”

“But what if you’re not influenced by any sphere?
What if you have no skills in the mystic arts whatsoever? Would you
still be able to pass?” Kile asked.

“You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have some skill
in the arts, it just doesn’t happen. That’s like asking, can you
pass if you’re not breathing? Well, no, if you’re not breathing,
you’re dead, so you wouldn’t be here.”

Kile thought about it for a moment, but it still
didn’t make any sense. She knew what Tree was trying to say, but
she just didn’t have any skills in the mystic arts. Could the old
mystic have made a mistake? He did seem a little distracted during
the examination; maybe he didn’t mean to pass her in the first
place.
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Kile lay on her bed, wide-awake, staring up at the
ceiling. Two months had passed since Tree’s graduation ceremony,
and she was fortunate enough to be allowed to watch it. It appeared
to be a rather simple ceremony, although she didn’t have much to
compare it to. It was held in the great hall and seemed rather
fitting with all the history and the grandeur of the Hunters
displayed around them; even the painting appeared to have mellowed
for the occasion.

Each cadet was called up onto a small stage where
they passed through a gauntlet of Academy instructors and Guild
members, each one giving their encouragement to the young cadet as
well as handing them some useless looking items that the cadet
passed off to their seconds.

When Tree was called, it was his father that went up
with him. The man was beaming with pride as he walked behind his
son, accepting each one of the worthless items that were handed to
him as if they were treasured artifacts to be prized beyond all
worth. The only items that Tree was interested in were his
destination papers as well as his Hunter’s ring.

He didn’t get the assignment that he wanted. Instead
of being stationed in Baxter’s Bay, he wound up in a small town on
the western border in the province of Denal, a place called
Grover’s Den. Not even Tree knew where that was, although he would
never admit it. He never let it get him down. That was the one
thing Kile was going to miss about the man that she had only known
for a few days, nothing ever managed to dampen his spirits; he took
everything in stride. It was something that Kile tried to do, but
wasn’t having much luck at it.

She pulled herself out of bed, walked to the widow,
and stared out at the compound that was still asleep. It wouldn’t
be long now she thought as she looked towards the sky. The sun was
already starting to peek over the eastern wall, and with the rising
of the sun comes the start of another day at the Academy. For the
first couple of weeks the boys had done nothing but complain about
the early mornings and not getting enough sleep at night. It was
clear that none of these guys ever grew up on a farm. If she had
slept in as late as they did around here, her father would have had
kittens. He was never one to tolerate idleness, to him that was on
the same level as murder or possibly even worse. Of course, there
were a few good things about waking up before the rest of the
compound. She had the showers all to herself for one, and she was
able to read the daily schedule posted on the board without having
to fight her way through the mobs. She wasn’t sure who posted the
daily schedule, but it had to be done the night before since it was
always updated by the time she got up in the morning. She had been
up for nearly two hours and was already dressed in her Academy
browns, or that’s what most of the cadets called them. Brown tunic,
brown slacks, brown boots, brown belt. There was a definite lack of
style in this place.

She pulled the chair up to the window and rested her
chin on the sill as she watched the sun rise. The first sign of
life was usually Luke, working in the stables. He was the only one
that got up as early as she did, and she had often thought of going
up there to talk with him, but he wasn’t exactly the sociable sort
and he kind of frightened her at times. The next hub of activity
was the kitchen, and on some mornings Sir Oblum could be seen
walking his two Shinar mastiffs, Hunar and Gorum. It was a rather
curious sight to see, since Oblum always made it a point to present
himself as a hard-nosed military man, but when he was playing with
his dogs in the field, Kile could almost imagine what he must have
been like when he was a little boy.

She sat back in her chair and looked around the room
again, hoping for something new that she might have missed the
several thousand other times she looked around her room. If this
was going to keep up for the next three years, she would have to
find herself a hobby or at least a book to read. She had already
read through the manuals that they gave her for the classes, and
wasn’t surprised to find them rather dry and extremely boring. They
were something to be read before going to bed, not after waking up.
Unfortunately the only other books she had seen were those in
Master Adam’s room and he wasn’t going to lend them out so easily,
especially not to Kile. He was another instructor who has made it
quite clear that girls were not meant to be Hunters.

A noise caught her attention. She turned back to the
window and looked towards the staff building at the door that
Master West, the assistant Weapons Master usually came out of, but
it wasn’t him. It wasn’t that she wanted to see him. Personally,
she thought the man was a bit of a stooge, he never had an opinion
of his own unless it was handed to him by Boraro, but it was his
responsibility to ring in the new day.

Kile was starting to feel the solitude creeping in on
her. She didn’t see much of Daniel during the day, since her
schedule and his, never seemed to link up, and on those rare
occasions when they did, he was often hanging around with Carter,
or one of the other boys. She couldn’t really blame him for being
able to make friends with the other cadets, even when they wouldn’t
give her the time of day.

The cadets didn’t want her there, and they had made
that quite clear. There were the not so friendly notes left on her
door, the mud that had mysteriously made it into her room, the
overly seasoned food that had somehow managed to make it onto her
plate. Even a set of her Academy browns had gone missing. She
wasn’t sure who had them, or what they were planning on doing with
them, but whatever it was, she didn’t really want them back.

Of course, those were the more creative tricks. Most
of the time it was the hand that knocked the books out from under
her arm, or the unseen foot in the dinning hall that sent her and
her tray to the floor, much to the delight of the room. It always
surprised her that a room full of would-be Hunters that prided
themselves on their observation, were never able to see whose foot
it was. Not even the instructors noticed.

Her only true consolation was that Eric had kept his
involvement to a minimum, although she sort of figured he had
something to do with her underwear being posted on the bulletin
board. She was so embarrassed that she had considered giving up
right then and there, giving the cadets what they wanted and taking
the walk of shame, but after she passed through those gates, what
then? It wasn’t as if she could just go home.

The most upsetting aspect of the harassment was that
it wasn’t only by her classmates. Right now the first year cadets
were preoccupied with trying to fit into their routines, to be
where they were supposed to be when they were supposed to be there.
They didn’t have the time or the energy to make Kile’s life a
living hell, therefore it must be the upper classmen, or, and this
was a bit unnerving, one of the staff members.

The problem was that she had no one to report it to.
There was just nobody to sympathize with her. The only person still
talking to her was Alex, and he wasn’t exactly the right person to
go to with such matters. She could try going through the proper
channels, which would mean reporting it Sir Oblum, but he would
just accuse her of seeking special treatment. In the end she was
forced to endure the humiliation in silence and immerse herself in
her studies.

Their days consisted mostly of the academic lessons,
classes that included reading, writing, mathematics, culture,
history, and even a course on ethics. They weren’t scheduled to
start combat training until the early part of the spring, which
Kile was quite happy with. Although she knew she had to learn it,
and she was eager to learn it, she also knew that Master Boraro was
one of the instructors that were dead set against her being at the
Academy.

In the evening they had their assigned chores, and
Kile was put on cleaning duty, which placed her in the dinning hall
cleaning off the tables and mopping the floors after the supper
shift. There were two other cadets assigned to work with her, but
after the first day, neither one of them showed up again. She had
thought about reporting that too, since it would have been the
right thing to do based upon the teachings of the ethics class she
was taking, but it would also have alienated her more than she
already was. And besides, she preferred to do the work alone,
rather than work with two boys that didn’t want her there in the
first place.

She found out from Alex that Daniel’s first
assignment had been with the healers, but that was to be expected.
It was no secret that his Edge was in the healing arts, so it came
as no surprise that they would want to capitalize on that from the
start. Alex wound up with the one job he didn’t want: kitchen
duties. It was his job to carry the plates of food from the kitchen
to the dining hall and the empty tray from the dining hall back to
the kitchen. His only comfort was in his reasoning, that if he was
doing it now, then he wouldn’t have to do it in the winter. Kile
didn’t have the heart to remind him that it was a random drawing,
which means he has as much chance of kitchen duties in the winter
as anybody else.

After the chores it was bedtime, or it was for her.
There was no strict discipline on when you actually had to go to
bed, if you wanted to stay up all night you could, you just had to
pay the consequences the next morning. She knew some of the other
boys stayed up well past lights out since she had heard them moving
through the halls and carrying on conversations in their cells on
more than one occasion. That was probably why they were so tired in
the morning.

Master Carl West stepped out of his small room on the
second floor of the staff quarters and walked, rather stiffly, down
the stairs and across the compound to the old rusty bell. He stood
there for a while, staring at something, although Kile never knew
what, since she couldn’t see where he was looking from her vantage
point. Whatever it was, it was obviously something that happened
each day at a certain time since after it happened, he would start
ringing the bell, and then the chaos would ensue and a new day at
the Academy would begin. The only difference with today was that
today she had her first meeting with the yellow robed mystic.
According to the schedule board, that was to be just before the
supper period, which meant she would have to see the old mystic on
an empty stomach, and there was no telling how long the lesson, or
meeting, or whatever it was supposed to be, was going to go on for.
Since she had no affiliation with the mystic arts, she couldn’t see
it lasting too long.

The sharp sound of the bell jogged her back to
reality as Master West vigorously pulled on the rope. She listened
for the footsteps of one of the new senior cadets coming down the
hall, banging on the doors as he passed to wake up anybody that had
slept through the noise, as if that was likely. From her chair by
the window she could hear the sound of movement up and down the
hall, as well as overhead as the boys rose from their slumber. She
would give them a few minutes; wait until a few of them dragged
themselves out onto the field, before going herself. It was all
part of her master survival plan not to draw too attention to
herself, and being the first one on the field every day was
definitely counter productive to her survival.

It only took about five minutes before the first boys
started to appear; some of them were still getting dressed as they
ran across the compound to be first. Most of them were second or
third year cadets. They seemed to have the routine down cold, like
her they were probably sitting beside their windows just waiting
for the bell to ring. It was some kind of contest for them, to see
who would be the first cadet on the field. Today it was some
redheaded boy who was laughing at another cadet who had fallen
while still pulling on one of his boots and trying to run at the
same time. There didn’t appear to be any true animosity between
them, it was all in good fun, but it was still competitive.

When she saw the first boy she recognized from her
class, she got up from her chair and stepped out into the hall to
brave the madness.

The dorm harbored its usual chaos as each cadet
searched frantically for a missing boot or belt, arguing over who’s
got whose pants and other such nonsense. It was a wonder that they
ever managed to get out onto the field at all, let alone on time.
Kile moved passed it all as quickly and as quietly as possible,
while trying not to get squashed against a wall or bounced down the
hall. If her window wasn’t visible from the field, she would exit
the dorms that way. The distance was only twenty yards but it took
her nearly ten minutes to navigate the mayhem.

When she did finally manage to get out of the
building, it was a simple walk across the compound to join the boys
on the fields. Here they would stand until everyone was assembled,
and one of the senior cadets gave roll call. Anyone who didn’t show
up was often retrieved by a few of the other senior cadets in a
rather harsh and humiliating manner. During her first week at the
Academy she witness one of the first year cadets being dragged half
naked across the compound to the field. She hadn’t seen that boy
since, and figured he was probably one of the two that had taken
the walk of shame.

It seemed that the entire morning ritual was overseen
by the seniors. The only thing they didn’t do was make the morning
announcements, if there were any to be made. That was a job for Sir
Oblum, who appeared rather disappointed when he had to announce the
names of the two cadets that had taken the walk of shame last week.
Kile wasn’t sure if he was disappointed because he lost two cadets,
or because he lost only two cadets. What if her name had been on
that short list? She could guarantee he wouldn’t have been nearly
as upset.

After the roll was called and everyone was accounted
for, they were put through sixty minutes of calisthenics before
being dismissed to the dinning hall for breakfast. By that time,
anything the kitchen cooked was considered a delicacy. Kile
retrieved her breakfast from the counter and true to her master
survival plan, made her way to the back of the room where she sat
in the far corner, away from the crowds. At first Alex would join
her, but she knew it was more out of pity than companionship. It
was clear to her that he would much rather spend his breakfast with
the rest of the boys trying to fit in, and she really couldn’t
blame him.

She sat in silence and made short work of her toast,
eggs, juice, and the gray stuff that came in a small bowl that she
has yet to identify. The food at the Academy only made her
appreciate the food at the tower all that much more. Why was it
that they could recruit a mystic to teach them, but they couldn’t
recruit a mystic to feed them?

She finished her meal and took the tray back to the
counter, then escaped the noise and confinement of the dinning hall
as quickly and as quietly as possible. Once outside, she was able
to breathe a sigh of relief. She had made it through another
breakfast without incident, and she had an hour to herself before
the first of a long series of classes was to begin.

The only place she managed to find any salvation was
a small area on the far side of the stables. She never dared to
enter uninvited. Luke was probably one of those territorial stable
hands and she had no intention of crossing him. She wasn’t sure
what side of the fence he was on with regards to women at the
Academy, and she didn’t want to influence his decision by being a
nuisance.

She leaned back against the wall, closed her eyes and
felt the warmth of the morning sun on her face, and the smell of
pine on the autumn breeze. There was a slight chill in the air,
nothing of any great concern, but a definite warning to an early
winter. When the bell rang, another one of the cadet’s duties, it
marked the beginning of classes, which mean Master Voreing
political lectures, not exactly the most stimulating of
experiences. She reluctantly got to her feet, collected her books,
and headed over to the great hall.

Most of the boys were heading in that direction and
she just moved with the flow. Unfortunately, they were not all
heading for the same class. Daniel, she knew, had mathematics and
Alex had his ethics class today. She would be alone for the better
part of the day, even though she was surrounded by so many
cadets.

The way Tree had explained it to her was that the
first year cadets were usually so numerous that they had to be
divided into individual classes. By the time they reached their
second year, if they were still around, there would be a lot fewer
of them, so fewer classes. She had originally thought that he was
exaggerating, but five boys in one month and already taken the walk
and that wasn’t counting the two last week. If that kept up, there
may not be any of them left by next year.

She walked through the doors into the great hall, and
in spite having seen the exhibits each time, and not approving of
them, she couldn’t help looking at them again. The grand pictures
of the men staring down at her were a bit intimidating. Her eyes
then wandered to the simple door that every other cadet walked past
without a second thought. Behind that door, the second exhibit was
hidden. She kept the key in the small ebony box on her dresser and
had thought about revisiting that room, but the timing never seemed
right. In her eyes, she just wasn’t worthy enough to be in there to
look at her, the mysterious maiden in the painting.

Kile followed the flow of students upstairs and
branched off to her own destination. She stepped into Master
Voreing’s room and moved quickly to one of the rear seats. She sat
in the corner as far away from the instructor as she could and
waited until the rest of the room slowly filled up as she hid
herself behind her political manual, a book more boring than the
instructor, if that was even possible.

“So, you’re still here, are you?”

She knew the voice before she even looked, and she
knew that the peace of the last couple of weeks had finally come to
a crashing end. Kile looked over the top of her book to see the
dark, greasy-haired boy approaching her with two more boys in tow.
She wasn’t sure why Eric always needed at least two people to
support him whenever he tried to confront her, it was almost like
he was scared of her, but she couldn’t be that lucky.

“What’s wrong, nothing smart to say?” Eric asked as
he placed his hand on her desk and leered at her. “Come on, girl,
you always have something witty to say. Make me laugh.”

This was the last thing Kile needed this morning, or
any morning for that matter. She knew it was only a matter of time
before Eric remembered he didn’t like her, she was just hoping it
would take him a year or two before he got around to doing
something about it. As it was, she just didn’t have anything to
say, as the only thought in her head today was her appending
appointment with the mystic instructor.

“I don’t want any trouble,” she replied, trying not
to look at Eric, but keeping her attention to the pages of her
book. Master Voreing should be showing up soon, not that it was
going to solve anything, but it should prevent something.

“You don’t want any trouble,” Eric repeated in what
Kile had to believe was his mocking voice. “You don’t want any
trouble because you don’t have that big oaf watching your back
now...do you?”

It took Kile a few minutes to realize who it was that
Eric was referring to. Was he that scared of Tree? It didn’t matter
anyway. Tree was long gone, probably in Grover’s Den by now, and
she was here alone.

“Come on, girl, you think you’re a Hunter, why don’t
you show me how much of a Hunter you are?” Eric said as he pushed
her book aside and pointed his finger in her face. With no more
than a thought, if that was even what it took, the tip of his
finger began to glow. She could feel the heat radiate from it as
she remembered what Daniel had told her, that Eric was influenced
by the sphere of fire. He appeared to be a lot further along with
his Edge than most of the cadets, but then he was two years older
than everyone else.

Kile sat in her chair, staring forward; she wasn’t
going to give him the satisfaction of scaring her, even though he
was doing a great job at it. If she ran, she would only be proving
his point and she might as well keep running all the way to the
eastern gate. If she fought him, there was no chance she would win.
He slowly moved his finger closer to her face and she could feel
the intensity of the heat as well as hear the other boys cheering
him on. Could he hate her that much, to do something that severe,
something that would get him thrown out of the Academy after it
took him three years to get in? For a Hunter to use his Edge
against another Hunter was unthinkable, but that was assuming the
instructors didn’t just look the other way.

“Maybe I should just burn a large L on your forehead,
for loser.”

“Mr. Rimes, what do you think you are doing?”

Eric quickly doused his finger. He didn’t even turn
to look at the front of the room, where an irate Master Voreing was
standing with hands on hips.

“Do yourself a favor, girl, take the walk or get
burned,” Eric whispered to Kile as he turned and pushed past his
two friends.

He took his seat at the far end of the room. Kile
could still feel the heat from the boy’s finger and wanted to touch
her forehead to see if he had actually burned her, but she also
didn’t want to give Eric the satisfaction of knowing he unnerved
her.

“If you’re through holding up my class, I can begin,”
Master Voreing said, but he wasn’t looking at Eric. She knew
somehow she was going to get blamed for this.

“Yesterday I talked a little bit about the current
situation with the Hunter’s Guild, so today I thought I should give
you a little background on how the Hunter’s Guild came about,”
Master Voreing said as he paced the floor and began to drone on in
his monotone voice that usually put everyone to sleep.

“We learn that the Hunter’s origin goes back to the
early 800’s, or eight hundred years after the formation of the
Kingdom of Aru. Although we do not know the precise date, we can at
least agree upon that fact. We also know that the organization was
first started by our founder Moran Leafter. Moran was a man who had
a vision to serve the people of Aru. As a young man he sought the
adventurous life as he wandered the wilderness. It was his dream to
discover the forgotten history of Dalval, to uncover its treasures
and its secrets. Some even said he was looking for the lost city of
Goff. Needless to say, he was not very successful in finding
either. It is then, we believe, he turned his attentions to more
mundane, if not more profitable, tasks. Utilizing his vast
knowledge of the surrounding areas, he started to deliver packages
from one town to the next…”

“He was a delivery man?” one of the cadets shouted
out. A few snickers caused Master Voreing to stop his monologue. He
turned to the class and quietly scanned the seats, as if trying to
determine just who it was that had the audacity to interrupt him.
When he wasn’t able to find the miscreant, his eyes fell on Kile.
Fine, she was going to be blamed for that too.

“He was not...a...delivery man. He was a courier. He
carried important documents and artifacts to their assigned
destination,” Master Voreing explained with a look of contempt.

“A delivery man,” another cadet on the other side of
the room mumbled, just loud enough for everyone to hear. Master
Voreing scanned the room again, and again when he couldn’t find who
had interrupted him, he turned his gaze to Kile. She was getting
the feeling that no matter what happened in his classroom, he would
somehow find a way to blame her.

“Eventually,” he said with a sudden start that caused
half the class to wake up, “this would lead him to the escorting of
merchants through the wilderness, but it wasn’t until he brought in
his first bounty that he found his true calling as a Hunter. And he
saw that he, as a single individual, could provide a service to the
common people, something that they had been lacking, and something
that the government of the provinces couldn’t provide. Security in
the wild. Unfortunately, this was a short-lived vocation, as he
suffered serious injury while attempting to bring in the
Aunyaina.”

“The what?”

“What’s an Auana...Auya?”

“The Aunyaina,” Master Voreing corrected. “It is a
humanoid creature with a dreadful visage. It is said to be of
enormous size, its body covered with fur, and it possesses two
large tusks that protrude from its mouth which it uses to hunt down
and kill its favorite food...man.”

There was a notable gasp from the class, something
that Master Voreing enjoyed hearing; it meant he had their
attention. Kile had never heard of an Aunyaina, or anything that
even remotely matched Master Voreing’s description, and if she
didn’t know better, she was sure he was making most of the story
up, but then Master Voreing was not much for storytelling, or for
having much of an imagination or a personality for that matter. He
was strictly by the book and if he says it's true, it must mean he
read it somewhere.

“The injury put an end to his career, but not to his
vision. He still saw a place for a group of men to serve the people
of Aru by protecting them from the wild. Using the small fortune he
had set aside and the reputation that he had earned, he gathered
men of like mind and temperament and formed the first Hunter’s
Guild.”

Kile couldn’t help but notice how much he used and
emphasized the word ‘men.’ It was becoming a little obvious, so
obvious that some of the other cadets would turn to look at her
each time he said it.

“Moran realized that it wasn’t enough. There was too
much work and not enough men to handle it, and there was a decided
lack of talent to choose from, so Moran set about creating the
Hunter’s Academy, an organization to teach men what it meant to be
a Hunter.

“Even up to this day, we have strived to meet the
high standards that Moran Leafter has placed upon his men. Each
class of Hunters that passes through the doors of this Academy, is
a shining representative of Moran vision,” Master Voreing stood
there posed, with his head back and his chest out, looking very
much like one of the paintings in the gallery. Kile hoped she would
see her picture up there before his.

“When you become a Hunter, if...you become a Hunter,
there are several duties that you will be required to perform for
the Hunter’s Guild. These jobs are presented to the Guild in good
faith by the citizens and government of Aru. They are evaluated by
qualified Guild members and are classified based on the task that
needs to be completed, and ranked by difficulty, priority, chance
of survival and of course payment. They are then given a
classification letter from Class A all the way down to Class E. If
you graduate, you will be a Probationary Level Five Hunters, and
therefore will only be assigned Class E missions. As you prove
yourself capable and the Guild sees fit in promoting you to a
higher certification level you will be eligible to take on the
higher assignment classifications.”

“What do you mean by probationary, won’t we be
certified?” one of the cadets called out.

Kile had to admit that it was a question she would
have liked to ask herself, and was only glad that someone else beat
her to it, not that she was actually going to say anything. Asking
questions in class was a direct violation of her master survival
plan.

“If you survive your three years here, you will
receive your probationary certificate as well as your destination
papers. You will have to prove to the Guild that you can handle
yourself on your own, in the wild, before you receive your
certification. Think of it as the ultimate final exam.”

“How long will that take?”

“For most Hunters, it will take a full year, if you
don’t do anything that will jeopardize your standing in the Guild.
After you complete your one year probation, you will receive your
certification, although there are times and certain circumstances
where a Hunter has been known to receive their certification
earlier, possibly a month or two into their probation.”

“What assignments will we have as Level Fives?”

“As a certified Level Five Hunter, your assignments
will primarily be that of a courier.”

“A delivery man?” someone called out from the other
side of the room. This time Master Voreing ignored the remark.

“As a courier, you will be required to transport
letters or packages through non-hostile territories to the
corresponding Guild house. There you will get your signed
confirmation of deliver and return to your assigned Guild house for
payment.”

“When do we get to hunt down monsters?”

“Bounties are automatically labeled as a Class B
assignment, and therefore you will have to be at least a certified
level three or higher to receive such an assignment, and from what
I have seen so far, that’s a long time coming,” Master Voreing
replied.

“What other assignments are there?” another cadet
asked.

“Aside from courier duties and bounties, the Guild is
often asked to act as bodyguards for political officials,
dignitaries, or wealthy merchants in need of protection. We have
often been asked to escort caravans through the wild or hostile
territories, or acquire information from...other parties.”

“What about assassinations?”

Kile recognized that voice. She looked over to where
Eric was sitting, his arm in the air to attract the instructor's
attention, a smug look on his face. Was that why he wanted to be a
Hunter, so that he could hire himself out as an assassin?

Master Voreing looked at Eric for a while, or a
little longer than a while and Kile could see the look of concern
on the instructor face. It was something she hadn’t seen before,
something that told her the next thing he was about to say wasn’t
going to be the whole truth.

“Contrary to popular belief, Hunters are not
assassins.”

“Funny, that’s not what I heard,” Eric replied.

“Well then, you’ve heard wrong. Hunters do not
assassinate. If that is the reason you are here, then I am afraid
you will be sorely disappointed. Maybe you should look into the
Assassin’s Guild; they’re always looking for new...blood.”

There was an Assassin’s Guild? That was the first
time Kile heard about that, but then it was the first time she had
heard about a lot of things. Riverport was never the hub of much
information. Then there was that expression on Master Voreing’s
face. Was he trying to hide something? Had the Hunters been used as
assassins before?

“I think we should take a short recess. When we come
back, I will talk about the political structure of the Aru kingdom
as well as some of its key members,” Master Voreing stated as he
started to pick up his papers.

This was Kile’s chance to get to the mystics without
bringing too much attention to herself, but that wasn’t going to be
easy. As she got up to leave, she saw Eric standing in the doorway,
blocking her escape. He didn’t appear to be waiting for her;
instead he was talking with a few of the other cadets, laughing at
something or someone. It was only when he started to leave did he
turn to where she was standing. Eric held up his finger and this
thumb to create the shape of an L as he laid it against his
forehead. His entire hand burst into flame, something that startled
a few of the boys around him. It was a clear enough threat as he
laughed and walked out the room. Kile waited until the way was
clear, then she peeked around the door to see if Eric was lying in
wait for her. She was relived to find the hall was empty.

There was no denying that Eric had full use of his
Hunter’s Edge, and Kile didn’t even know if she had one.

If she was lucky, maybe she was influenced by water,
and then she could defuse the next situation with Eric before it
got out of hand. Whatever it was, if it was any, she was about to
find out as she headed out the back of the Hall towards the three
round building set aside for the mystics.

Kile knocked on the mystic’s door, but received no
answer. It would be her luck for the mystic just not to show up.
Maybe he knew something she didn’t. Of course, he could just be
asleep. She waited a few minutes and knocked again, only a little
louder. It was possible that she had the wrong time. Maybe she
misread the schedule, or somebody changed it on her so that she
would arrive late, or early, or on the wrong day altogether. That
wasn’t a thought that had occurred to her before; it would not be
so far fetched that somebody would try to sabotage her chances of
becoming a Hunter. It’s not like there weren’t enough people who
wanted to see her fail.

Her only course of action now would be to return to
the field and the bulletin board to make absolutely sure that this
was the time that she was supposed to be here. Of course, by doing
that, she would be late for the appointment, but then so was he and
she really didn’t want to be here in the first place. What was he
going to tell her that she didn’t already know? That she had no
mystic influence, that she should never have been allowed into the
Academy and that he had made a grievous error? That was the only
conclusion she could come up with.

Kile turned and was heading back towards the great
hall when she heard a noise from inside the mystics quarters. She
couldn’t make out what the sound was, just a loud clatter as if
something was being moved. Surely the old man wasn’t hiding inside
waiting for her to leave? Kile moved around the outside of the
building to the only window, but it was too high for her to peek
through, even if she was to stand on her toes. She would need a
ladder or a chair to ever have a chance to see through that window.
What was the purpose of putting those things so far up the wall
anyway?

She waited under the window for a few minutes, to see
if she could hear the sound again, and when her waiting was met
with silence, she decided to return to her original plan, to go
back to the field and check on the schedule.

She had just taken a few steps away from the building
when she heard another, louder noise. There was no mistaken that
one, something very large and very heavy had just fallen onto the
floor. Surely the old mystic hadn’t just collapsed. She returned to
the door and knocked again.

“Hello, is anyone there? Hello?”

It was obvious whoever was in there wasn’t going to
answer, or couldn’t answer. She tried the door, expecting that a
mystic’s room, with all its unnatural magic and secrets would be
locked, but the door swung open unhindered.

“Hello,” she called again.

It was no use; she was going to have to enter the
domain of the mystics one more time. She took a deep breath and
stepped into the main foyer.

She didn’t really know what to expect. Her few days
in the tower had shown her that when dealing with mystics you
couldn’t be prepared enough, but what she hadn’t prepared for was
that nothing happened. There was no magic in the room, there was no
energy, there was no feeling. It was just a plain, ordinary
room.

It was kind of disappointing. She took a few steps
down the narrow hallway that ran along the outer edge of the
building. It opened up into a large single room. The first thing
she noticed was the smell; it was a heavy perfume or some kind of
incense. It was like a thick, unseen fog that had substance and
shape, and she physically had to push it aside to enter. Then there
was the fact that the room was a complete mess. It was crammed from
floor to ceiling with junk. It looked as if someone was trying to
open a thrift shop, or possibly the remnants of a century old clean
out of one of the castle’s cellars. There was everything from pots
and pans stacked up against one wall to a full size skeleton
hanging from the ceiling. A Ship’s anchor was leaning up against an
old armoire and the head of a creature she could not identify was
mounted over the door. There were herbs hanging from one rafter and
a net with different size spheres on another, and scattered about
were a mixture of knickknacks and curiosities. Book, parchments,
and scrolls seemed to occupy every flat surface within the room,
creating walls of paper that she had to navigate. She had to move a
rack that contained an assortment of walking sticks and an old
sword to one side and when she turned the corner around a table
that had a pile of strange little stone artifacts upon it, she
found a bird’s cage lying on the floor with a rather irate crow
staring up at her.

- Aren’t you going to pick me up? -

Kile stopped in her tracks and quickly looked around
the room, but she couldn’t see anybody, although with this much
stuff there could be an entire platoon hidden and she wouldn’t have
been able to see them. She was sure she heard a voice as she looked
back down at the crow. It appeared that they were the only two
living things in the room, or at least she hoped they were the only
two living things in the room.

“Did you just speak to me?” she asked, crouching down
beside the bird that continued to look at her with those dark eyes.
“No, of course not,” she said to herself as she grabbed the top of
the birdcage and stood it right-side-up.

The bird fluttered in protest about being moved
again, but it settled down quickly and quietly enough. There was
water and seed all over the floor, but she had no intention of
cleaning that up. That was the mystic’s responsibility, and he
probably had some mystic cleaning arts to take care of it
anyway.

She looked at the table where the piles of books had
slid over and pushed the birdcage onto the floor, or at least that
was what she theorized from seeing the table where the cage must
have once sat. Kile rearranged the stack of book to make enough
room for the cage and then set it back into place.

“There you go, little one. Now, let’s see about
getting that water refilled.”

That was easier said than done, she thought as she
looked around the room. There were a few glasses and container
filled with various liquids, but in the domain of a mystic, one
could not be too sure that what looked like water actually was
water. She grabbed one of the empty beakers from off one of the
tables.

“You wait right here, and I’ll be back in a moment,”
she said as she found her way back outside. The safest and closest
place to get water would be the kitchen, so that was the direction
she headed.

The kitchen was already in full swing, preparing for
the supper shift. It was hot, and it was chaotic, so she didn’t
want to go inside. Instead, she used the rain barrel that was
outside the door that Alex had told her about. The water was clean
and cold as she filled the beaker before heading back to the
mystic’s quarters.

“Miss me?” she called out as she stepped back into
the mystic’s domain.

“No, not really,” the yellow robed mystic
replied.

The sight of the man standing there among the junk,
yellow robes and all, almost made her drop the beaker of water. She
had not passed him on her way to, or from, the kitchen, nor had she
seen him anywhere outside. She had recognized him as the mystic
that had given her the test back at the tower, but then Tree did
tell them that he would be their mystic for the next three
years.

“Oh, I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t mean you...I mean, I
was...water...for your bird.”

The mystic said nothing and just stood there looking
at her in the same curious way he had when she had first taken the
exam, the way one looks at a puzzle they’re trying to figure
out.

She moved past him to the bird’s cage and filled the
water bowl.

“Your bird was on the floor when I came in, I mean
the cage was on the floor...Well, what I meant to say was that I
heard the cage on the floor...no, actually I heard the cage fall on
the floor when I came in...well...that’s…why I came in.”

“Yes, the young are so articulate these days,” the
mystic replied as he moved around the room. He appeared to be
looking for something, and from the state of the room it was going
to take him a long time to find it.

Kile watched him for a while, and was surprised at
how normal he looked. He didn’t seem to posses the same wonder that
he had the first time she had seen him back at the tower, but then
a lot of things were not what they had seemed to be back there.

“Should I...be going?”

“This is your appointed time is it not?” he replied
without looking at her, and she wasn’t sure if she liked the way he
phrased that.

“Can...I help you...find something?”

“I seemed to have misplaced my glasses.”

This time he did turn to face her. She couldn’t put
her finger on in, but for some reason he looked younger than the
last time she had seen him, or maybe just not as ancient. He was
still bald with gray hair at the temples and he still had the same
thin, sharp nose, but there was something about him that made him
look...normal. She might have mistaken him for somebody’s
grandfather. It could have been just the whole mystique of the
tower back then, but he didn’t look much like a mystic now. He
looked like an old man searching for his glasses.

“Can’t you just use your magic or something?” she
asked him.

“Young lady, I am a scholar, not a street
entertainer.”

-They’re in his skull.-

“What skull?” Kile asked.

“Skull, what are you talking about?” the mystic
replied with a note of confusion, it was never a good idea to
confuse a mystic.

“You said they’re in his skull.”

“I did?”

The mystic turned to the far side of the room where
an assortment of bones and jars full of floating parts, of which
Kile did not wish to know about, sat on a long table. He took the
top off a large grinning skull and pulled out a pair of thin, wired
rimmed glasses.

“How did you know they were in there?” he asked her
as he perched them on the end of his nose.

“You said they were there...in the skull.”

“No, I said no such thing.”

“I thought you did,” Kile replied.

She could have sworn she heard someone say it, and
she knew it wasn’t her. She turned and looked at the crow that was
now drinking water from the bowl. It definitely wasn’t him.

“Do you often hear voices?” The mystic asked.

“WHAT? No, sir, never,” she replied. Great, now they
think I’m crazy, she thought. Was that how they were going to get
her out of the Academy? Tell everyone she couldn’t become a Hunter
because she was a few sandwiches shy of a picnic?

“Maybe I should go now,” Kile said as she started for
the door.

“Not so fast young lady, you have an appointment,”
the mystic said as he motioned her towards a large overstuffed wing
backed chair.

Kile looked at the chair, and then at the door to
freedom. As much as she would have liked to make a run for it, she
knew it would only postpone the inevitable. She took her seat,
sinking down into the chair as the mystic searched through a stack
of books. It didn’t take him long to find an old dust covered
volume and he set it aside.

“My name is Morgan Vain, but you may call me Morgan.
As you can see, by the robes I wear, I am a scholar from the
Mystic’s tower, and it is my responsibility to teach you the use of
your Edge.” He opened up yet another book and quickly moved his
finger down the page. “You are one Kile Veller of Riverport.”

The one and only, not like there was anyone else
willing to take her place.

“Yes, sir,” she replied.

“Yes...I remember you from the exam,” Morgan said as
he closed the book and stroked his chin.

Of course you remember me, she thought, I was the
only girl taking the exam.

“I don’t mind saying you interest me, Miss Veller.”
He took the seat opposite her, his yellow robes falling about him;
he sat there looking at her in a very strange way, a way that made
her extremely uncomfortable. It wasn’t as if he was actually
looking at her, but rather looking inside her.

“Has anything you can’t explain happen to you in,
say, the past four years?”

“I don’t understand, sir.”

“Most mystic influences reveal themselves within a
child around the age of ten or eleven. In girls it has been known
to happen earlier. Even now there is a young girl, not much older
they you are, studying at the tower. She has shown remarkable
influence in stone, wind, and fire as early as five years of age.
She is even now learning the sphere of water.”

“I don’t think I have any influences,” Kile
admitted.

“Yes, I realize that, and yet…” He trailed off as he
rose from his chair and made for the armoire beside the ship’s
anchor. He pulled out a small box and brought it over to where Kile
was sitting. Setting the box down, he carefully opened it to reveal
a milky white glass sphere about a foot in diameter.

“I don’t suppose you know what this is?” he
asked.

“No, sir.”

“No, I didn’t think you would, but then I have been
surprised before. This is a meditation orb, used by the mystics
within the tower. It is not something that we ordinarily use
on...shall we say, those that don’t have an affiliation with
magic.”

“Non-mystics,” Kile replied, although she wanted to
say normal people.

“Yes, I suppose you’re right, but it goes beyond
that. Those mystics, such as myself, who have multiple influences
must learn to silence those spheres that we do not wish to work in,
especially those that are counterproductive to the arts that we
wish to use.”

He lifted the orb from the box and it began to glow,
changing in color and intensity. It moved from reds to blues to
greens to yellow and then back to reds as they swirled into one
another. Kile couldn’t keep her eyes off it; it was almost
hypnotic.

“The purpose of the orb is to aid in the focus of a
particular influence,” Morgan said as the sphere slowly began to
turn a soft shade of blue. “If, for the sake of explanation, you
wish to work a healing, which is influenced by the sphere of water,
then you would use the orb to focus on your water influence. When
you can turn the orb completely blue, it means you have silenced
the other arts, and are only influenced by the sphere of water. It
would be counter productive if you tried to use a healing art when
you were still influenced by the sphere of fire. The sphere of fire
is in direct opposition to the sphere of water.

“Left to its own devices, it has the ability to
measure the strength a mystic has in any given sphere by how
intense the color of the orb becomes.”

“So, if Daniel held it, it would turn blue,” Kile
reasoned.

“Well, I’m not really at liberty to say, but if he
did have a strong water influence, then yes, the orb would turn
blue. But it only works on those that have a strong influence. That
is why we do not use it during the exams. Because cadets usually
have only a slight grasp of the sphere they are influenced by, the
orb’s color change would be ever so slight as to not even be
noticeable. So we use other means to test which sphere a cadet’s
Edge should be honed in.”

“So...if I held it…”

“Good question. You failed every test that I gave
you. You have absolutely no spherical influence that I can detect.
Do you understand what that means?”

It means she was right all along, that she had no
mystic arts. At least she’ll be able to give Daniel one last I told
you so, before they throw her out of the Academy.

“I’m not sure I really understand what it means. If I
don’t have any...arts…”

“Then how can you possibly be able to graduate from
the Academy?” he finished for her. “There is a common misconception
among laymen, and even some scholars, that all arts can be
classified using the eight sphere system. Do you remember what they
were?”

“Yes, sir, there were the four most common ones of
earth, fire, wind and water, then there were the two that were not
as common, they were...wood and metal, then there were the two that
didn’t fit in...light and dark.”

“Very good, Miss Veller. It’s nice to see that some
cadets can listen. Now, as I’ve indicated before, these are just
classification set out by the mystics, centuries ago to better
understand and study the mystic arts and are more like guidelines
than anything else. The four basic are just that, basic. They
represent the most common forms that the mystic arts can take. All
the students here at the Academy, are influenced by one of these
spheres. The sphere of wood and metal are in opposition to one
another, and are not nearly as common. In fact, the last mystic to
train within the sphere of metal passed away nearly eighty years
ago. The spheres of light and dark, although more common than wood
and metal, are not Edges that a Hunter can really learn. They are
more...shall we say...life styles. Do you know where you fall into
this Miss Veller?”

“No, sir.”

“Neither do I, which is why I want you to hold the
orb,” Morgan said as he held it out to her.

“It’s not going to...blow up or anything if I touch
it...is it?”

For one brief moment, the old mystic smiled.

“That would be something different. To tell you the
truth, I’m not sure what will happen. Depending on what color the
orb takes, we will know what sphere you are influenced by. Do you
remember the young girl I spoke of earlier?”

“The girl studying at the tower.”

“When she first came to us, we were unable to
ascertain what sphere she was influenced by. Although we knew it to
be a powerful influence, even the orb was unable to tell. When she
held the orb, it turned a shade of gray, which was not a color we
were familiar with. We came to a startling conclusion; Emera was
influenced by not one, but by all eight spheres.

“It is not uncommon to be influenced by multiple
spheres. All the mystics that train at the tower are influenced by
at least two. I personally can claim control of three in varying
degrees of intensity, but to have someone who is equally influenced
by all eight spheres is rare indeed.

“So, that’s what you think, that I’m influenced by
all eight spheres?” she asked.

“No, I do not believe that to be the case. There is
only one individual in every generation or so that can claim that,
and that position has already been taken. But it is possible for
you to be influenced by two opposing spheres in equal intensity
that they appear to cancel each other out.”

Kile wasn’t sure if she liked the idea of multiple
influences, especially ones that were canceling each other out. She
was having a hard enough time grasping the concept of having one,
let alone two. Although, now that she thought about it, the idea
was kind of appealing. She slowly reached for the orb that Morgan
held out to her. It was now a vivid red. As she placed her hands
around it, she closed her eyes, not wishing to look at it, or the
mystic. The smooth surface felt warm, almost alive as it throbbed
in her hands like the beating of a heart.

“That...was not what I expected,” she heard Morgan
say.

She opened her eyes slowly, and looked down at the
orb. Where once the colors had swirled so hypnotically while in the
hands of the mystic, in her hands the sphere was empty. There was
no color, no light; it appeared to be a simple glass ball.

“What does it mean?” She asked nervously.

“I do not know,” Morgan replied as he started to rub
his chin in that mystic fashion.

“Can I put this down now?” she asked, still holding
the orb at arm's length.

“What? Oh, yes of course,” he said, taking it from
her. The moment his fingers touched it the colors began to form
once again, creating swirls of reds and blue, to where the orb was
almost purple. Even when he placed it in the box the orb turned
back to its original milky white color, but at least it still had a
color.

“What does it mean?” she asked again

“I suppose it means you don’t fit into any of the
eight categories. You, in fact, fall into a ninth category.”

“A ninth category, but you said…”

“Yes, I know what I said, that there were only eight
categories, but I also said that they were just classification set
out by the mystics who needed a way to...pigeon hole their studies.
Have you every sorted anything out Miss Veller, anything at
all?”

“Yes, sir,” Kile replied. She could remember a time
back home when she was helping her mother in the kitchen and they
sat there one night sorting through all her grandmother’s recipes,
and how her mother told her that when she grew up and had a family
of her own, her grandmother’s recipes would be handed down to her,
so that she could pass them down to her daughter. Kile had to
wonder if that was ever going to happen now.

“When you sorted, did you ever have something that
just didn’t fit? It just didn’t quite fit the requirements of any
one category?”

“I’m a miscellaneous!” Kile exclaimed in a stunning
realization.

“I’m afraid so. You, child, are an enigma, a puzzle.
You don’t fit into any of the categories, you have no influences,
you are, as you so aptly put it, a miscellaneous.”

“But then, if that’s true, then I have no Edge.”

“I did not say that.”

“You said I had no influence.”

“That would appear to be correct,” Morgan said,
placing the box with the orb back into the armoire beside the
rusted anchor. He began to slowly pace the floor, still scratching
his chin.

“First, do not confuse a Hunter’s Edge with his
sphere of influence. Everyone born is born influenced by one of the
spheres, but not everyone can use that influence. In fact, given
the sheer number of people in this city alone, only a handful would
be able to utilize the mystic arts to any extent, and even fewer to
the extent of that of a Hunter. The Hunter’s Edge is by definition,
an advantage that the Hunter has over the common mercenary.
Although it is, for the most part, derived from his sphere, it does
not necessarily have to be so.”

“So, you’re saying I can still be a Hunter without an
Edge.”

“No, you have an Edge, or at least you have
something,” Morgan replied as he sat back in his seat, pushing the
wired rimmed glasses further up his nose as he explained. “I had
assumed that the orb would have changed to a color that clearly
indicated two conflicting spheres, but it did not, and had it
returned back to its original color, I would have been forced to
admit a grievous error in my previous judgment, but the fact that
it possessed no color at all, that is at least something.”

“What...I mean, what can I do?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know.”

Kile tried to put together everything that this man
was telling her. If anything was a contradiction, it was his logic.
She didn’t have an Edge, but she did, she was influenced, but she
wasn’t. How could she have, an ability, but not know anything about
it? Daniel knew his Edge when he was young, so did Carter, so did
Alex. Even Eric understood what he could do, and their Edges made
sense. To heal someone, to create illusions, to wield fire, these
were real. How was it that she could have something like this, but
not like this, and not even know about it?

“I understand it’s a bit confusing right now,” Morgan
replied as if reading her mind, but then that’s probably what he
was doing. “We have three years to find out what it is that you can
do, to hone your Hunter’s Edge.”

“Has any other Hunter...you know...been filed as a
miscellaneous?”

“There must have been some, none that I know about,
but there have been references in the logs. Although, even if I
knew, I couldn’t’ tell you. The Hunter’s Edge is a knowledge that
is only shared between the Hunter and the mystic who teaches her,
that way the Edge stay an edge. If your enemies knew of your
abilities, they could use it against you, or find a way to nullify
it. It is to your best advantage that you keep your Edge a
secret.”

That shouldn’t be so hard, since neither she, nor the
mystic that is supposed to teach her, knew what it was.

“The only thing we can do at this time is to run you
through a series of test, to put you under stress so that your arts
show themselves. Then, and only then, can we hope to hone your
Hunter’s Edge.”

More stress was the last thing she needed in her life
right about now.

Kile left the mystic instructor feeling more confused
than ever. Every time she thought it couldn’t get any worse, it
did. Why couldn’t it be easier? Why couldn’t she just have a nice
common Edge like Daniel? He had a great Edge; the ability to heal
was something she wouldn’t mind being able to do. What about Eric’s
Edge? She might not like Eric, well...actually she didn’t like
Eric, but at least his Edge was useful. She could see herself
manipulating fire. She wasn’t sure about Alex’s Edge, the ability
to create illusions take too much imagination, and she was never
one to make up things on the spot, but still, it was better than
being a miscellaneous. Or what was it that Alex had said? A
freak.

She stepped into the dinning hall and was surprised
to see how crowded it was. Usually she was able to get in and out
before too many people showed up, but the appointment with Morgan
had taken a lot longer than she had figured. Her first thought was
to back out before anyone noticed her standing there. She wasn’t as
hungry as she thought she was, and started to back out of the hall
before she realized what kind of fool she was being. She had come
here to learn to be a Hunter, and so far they have thrown every
obstacle they could think of in her path and she was sure they had
a few more they hadn’t even launched yet. It really came down to
one simple decision, she was either going to do it her way, or she
should take the walk of shame as Eric had suggested. The last thing
she wanted to do was anything that Eric suggested.

Kile pushed the fear from her mind and walked into
the dinning hall. She didn’t bother to look at anything or anyone,
just the front counter where the meal of the day was being served.
Two boys had made a comment as she passed, she wasn’t sure what was
said or if it was said about her, but it was followed by laughter,
and she realized at that moment that she just didn’t care anymore,
which made her smile. It was actually kind of refreshing not to
worry about what others were saying about her behind her back. It
was quite liberating. She had never cared about what people said
about her back home, why should she care what these people had to
say? Why should she let them bother her?

She grabbed her tray from the stack and walked up to
the front counter, the meal of the day turned out to be meat with
gravy, although the cut of meat was yet to be identified, a
half-baked baked potato and broccoli. It was pretty much the same
thing as yesterday and the day before. There was no originality in
the kitchen. She thanked the attendant who served her, took her
tray, and turned to face the sitting area. Her regular seat at the
back of the room was still empty and that was where she headed.
According to her master survival plan, she should keep to the outer
walls, taking the widest path, the path of least resistance and
avoiding the most people. Today, however, she was a miscellaneous,
and miscellaneous people didn’t care about the master survival
plan, so she took the shortest route right up the middle of the
dinning area.

Most of the boys didn’t say anything, they appeared
to be lost in their own problems, and weren’t really concerned with
hers. She did hear a few comments that were spoken for her benefit,
but she simply ignored them. One boy stretched his foot into the
aisle in front of her. It was so juvenile that she didn’t give it a
second thought. She just stepped on it. The boy screamed, the other
laughed, and she continued walking. If that was the best they had,
why had she been so frightened of them? When she reached her table,
she dropped the tray down, pulled up her chair, and started to
eat.

Being labeled a miscellaneous changed her entire
outlook on things. She was so different than they were that it no
longer mattered. They would never be able to see things the way she
did and now she just didn’t care, she came here to be a Hunter and
she would be dammed if she was going to let any of them stop her,
because that was what it really came down to, her letting them.

She looked down at the meat floating in the gravy and
discovered she really wasn’t all that hungry after all. She picked
up the broccoli and chewed on the flower as she watched the gravy
form shifting patterns. It was like the orb of meditation, the way
the colors seemed to swirl around. It wasn’t until she looked up
that she realized what was going on.

At first she thought she had created a disturbance by
stepping on the boy’s foot, but quickly realized to her relief that
it wasn’t about her, but about Eric. The dark, greasy-haired boy
had found another target to satisfy his sadistic needs and it was
Alex. She hadn’t even seen Alex when she came into the mess hall,
but Eric found him. It was inevitable, she realized. If it wasn’t
going to be her, it was going to be him. Since Alex was the
smallest cadet it was easy for Eric to pick on him without fear of
retaliation. With his two friends in tow, he had draped the
unidentified meat over Alex’s head and was now pouring the
gravy.

Alex was sitting there completely still, and if Kile
knew Alex, he was too scared to move. The small cadet had come to
the conclusion that if he did nothing to defend himself or try to
get away, Eric would eventually lose interest, leave him alone, and
seek his amusement elsewhere, but that was not always the case. The
gravy was now flowing freely down Alex’s face.

Kile looked around the room, and the only thing she
saw were a bunch of boys doing absolutely nothing. They were either
watching in silent amusement, or looking the other way pretending
it wasn’t happening. There were a handful that had the good graces
to at least look annoyed, but they weren’t moving from their seats
any time soon. Then of course there were those few that were
actually cheering Eric on. She knew what they were all thinking: it
was better that Eric pick on this small boy than to pick on them.
If this was going to be the mentality of the next generation of
Hunters, then maybe she had made a mistake. Maybe she didn’t want
to be a Hunter after all.

Kile got up, grabbed the half-baked baked potato from
her tray, and without thinking of the consequences, threw it with
all her might. It sailed clear across the room, over six tables and
just missed two boys to find its mark on the back of Eric’s head
with a loud splat. Eric dropped the bowl of gravy he was holding,
which made an even louder sound as it hit the table and spattered
on his tunic. He grabbed the back of his head and staggered
forward. The entire room fell silent and all eyes shot towards
Kile, who could only smile.

Eric slowly got to his feet and looked around the
dinning hall. It didn’t take him long to find his assailant. Kile
just stood in the back of the room waiting for him to make the next
move. But Eric never did.

“What is going on here?” a voice boomed behind
her.

Kile turned slowly to see Master Boraro standing over
her, his arms crossed as he stared down at her. It was inevitable,
she thought as she looked up at the man who now had veins
protruding from his forehead.

“What do you have to say for yourself, cadet
Veller?”

Kile thought about lying, she thought about
apologizing, she even through about coming up with a half decent
excuse, but none of them were good enough for a miscellaneous.

“You have to admit, it was a damn good throw,” she
finally replied. It was something that Garrett Boraro hadn’t
expected to hear. The tension in the dinning hall broke with
thunderous laughter, but it quickly fell silent again with one
stern look from the Weapon’s Master.

“Oh, you think so, do you?” he said as his voice
dropped to a more pleasant tone, but only for a minute. “Since you
like potatoes so much, you’ll have kitchen duties on top of your
assigned chores for the next two weeks.”

 


Kitchen duty on top of cleaning duty! What was she
thinking? Now, not only did she have to spend her evenings cleaning
the mess hall, she had to spend her nights peeling potatoes. Kile
sat in a small room off the main kitchen, a large pile of potatoes
beside her and a bucket of water in front of her. Maybe that was
her mystic art, the ability to tick people off, or maybe she was
influenced by the sphere of bad luck.

She grabbed another potato from the pile and started
to peel. Peeling potatoes wasn’t anything new to her; she had
peeled potatoes back home and she could do them fairly quickly. It
was all in the wrist, especially if you had a good sharp knife, and
the kitchen was well-stocked with those. The staff had gone home
long ago, the sun had even gone home long ago, and the kitchen was
a rather cold and lonely place. Was it worth it? She kept asking
herself, and each time she would answer the same way: hell
yeah.

Just the look on Eric’s face after he got hit in the
back of the head by a flying baked potato was enough to keep her
going.

The pile of potatoes didn’t appear to be going down,
but the ones she peeled did appear to be growing, so somewhere in
the middle she was making progress. She was determined to prove to
Master Boraro that she wasn’t going to be broken so easily, she was
determined to peel every last potato if it took her all night, and
by the looks of the pile they had given her, that's exactly how
long it would take.

The cook, a man by the name of Joseph Spece, or big
Joe as most of the kitchen staff called him, felt bad about the
incident and even apologized to Kile on more than one occasion,
although she was not sure why he was apologizing. He was even
willing to stay behind and help her, but she couldn’t let him do
that. He didn’t make her throw the potato, although she enjoyed
throwing the potato, he shouldn’t be punished for it. He was a good
man, a very large and round good man with a chubby face and a
receding hairline, basically what she had pictured the kitchen’s
cook to look like. In fact, all the kitchen hands were rather
decent people who agreed she got a raw deal for this one incident.
The only thing she felt bad about was insulting their food.

She filled the bucket, picked it up, and took it back
into the kitchen where the potatoes were dropped into an even
larger bowl, there to sit until tomorrow’s breakfast. She then
refilled the bucket with more water from the pump and took it back
to the potato room were the whole thing started all over again.

Kile sat down, grabbed another potato, and was about
to start peeling when something shot out from under the pile and
ran to the far side of the room. She knew the sound, she knew the
shape. She had been born on a farm, and she knew a rat when she saw
one.

“Oh, wonderful,” she said as she dropped the peeled
potato into the bucket. “At least it’s company.”

It didn’t move around the outer perimeter of the
room, nor did it stay close to the walls, as rats do. Instead the
furry little rodent came out, away from the shadows, sat in the
middle of the floor, and stared up at her. She had never seen a rat
like this before. It wasn’t anything like the rats back home in the
barn. For starters, it was a soft grayish-white in color, with
rather large, oversized ears, each one crowned with tufts of hair.
Its tail was as long as its body and ended with a small white ball
of fluff that it seemed to wag from side to side.

She cut off a piece of the potato she was peeling and
tossed it to the rodent. It ran over, picked it up with its front
paws, and began to eat.

“I’ve never seen a white rat before,” she said as she
dropped the rest of the potato into the bucket. She was answered
with a series of irate squeaks.

- Yarrow -

“Sorry, a yarrow.”

- No see here -

“That’s because this isn’t what I normally do.”

- What do? -

“I’m trying to be a Hunter.”

- What Hunter -

“You know, hunt for this, hunt for that, most of the
time it sounds like a glorified letter carrying service.”

- Boring -

“Well, yeah, but….” Kile stopped in mid sentence and
looked down at the yarrow, who was watching her with interest.

“Did you...just...ask me a question?” She asked the
yarrow, which cocked its head and continued to look up at her.

“Am I actually carrying on a conversation with a
rat...sorry a yarrow? What is a yarrow anyway?”

- I yarrow -

“Well, I figured you were, otherwise you wouldn’t
keep telling me you were...you did just tell me didn’t you? How do
you know how to talk?”

- Talk? -

“You are talking, aren’t you? Or am I completely
losing my mind?”

- Losing Mind -

“Are you agreeing with me or asking me?”

Kile didn’t wait for an answer. She got up from her
stool, walked into the main kitchen, and splashed some cold water
on her face from the pump.

“I must be asleep,” she told herself as she looked
out the window. It was dark, well past her bedtime. Maybe she had
just fallen asleep. She could be lying on those potatoes right now,
fast asleep. She splashed some more water on her face, but no,
unfortunately she was awake. Kile walked back into the potato room,
but the yarrow was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she was just falling
asleep, that would have made more sense, and then the whole concept
of talking to a rat had been the remnants of her imagination. She
sat down, picked up another potato and began peeling, always
keeping an eye towards the wall, but the yarrow never returned that
night.
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The sound of the bell was an unwelcome noise as Kile
opened her eyes, but the pounding on the door by a senior cadet was
even worse. She scrambled out of bed and fell on the floor as she
got caught up in the bed sheets. The last thing she wanted was for
two senior cadets to come into her room and drag her out across the
compound because she missed roll call. Kile ran to the window and
was grateful to see that nobody was in the field just yet. She went
into the lavatory, splashed some water on her face and ran a comb
through the tangles of her hair, then looked at herself in the
small mirror and sighed. Yes, that was the face of someone that had
been up all night peeling potatoes. She could barely remember
dragging herself back to her cell let alone falling into bed. She
hadn’t changed; she was still wearing the same Academy browns she
had on the day before. Unfortunately, there wasn’t time to amend
that. Maybe she could slip in around lunchtime and get some fresh
clothes.

Straightening herself out the best she could, she
pulled open her cell door and headed out into the hall. She was
glad to see that there were still quite a few freshmen cadets
rushing around half dressed as she pushed her way through the
chaotic mob. Once outside, she paused and took a deep breath. The
cool air woke her up a bit more. It would not do for her to look
harried. Why give them the satisfaction, she thought as she calmly
walked across the compound. She took her place on the field and
waited for the rest of the cadets to show themselves.

The roll was called, the calisthenics were inflicted,
and when they were finally dismissed for breakfast she had serious
doubts she was going to make it through the day. As she entered the
dinning hall, she watched the boys pushing each other out of the
way to get to the food, and realized she wasn’t as hungry as she
thought she was. She turned around, walked out and made her way to
her secluded little spot behind the stables where she sat in the
sun. She closed her eyes and soon lost her battle with sleep as she
dozed off. She didn’t sleep for long.

“Hey, get up.”

Kile slowly opened her eyes and saw a familiar shadow
looming over her. Two more figures stood behind him. This was the
last thing she needed today. Without a second thought, she lashed
out with her foot, making contact with the boy’s shin. He cursed as
he hopped back away from her, dropping whatever it was he was
holding. Kile quickly rolled to her feet and pressed her back
against the stable wall as she prepared herself for whatever was
coming next, but all she heard was laughter. It took her a moment
to wake up completely and figure out what was going on.

Daniel was sitting on the ground, rubbing his shin,
Alex was doubled over laughing, and Carter was leaning against the
wall at a respectable distance, a huge grin on his face.

“Daniel, I’m sorry!” Kile exclaimed, but then almost
broke out laughing herself at the sight of Daniel sitting on the
ground trying to use his healing arts to alleviate the pain.

“My fault,” he said as he looked up at her. “I
probably should have approached that a bit differently.”

“Yeah, from, like, ten feet away,” Carter remarked.
“I did warn you.”

“I know...I know.”

“You alright?” Kile asked, but she really wasn’t all
that concerned, in many ways he deserved it.

Daniel picked up the apples he had been carrying and
polished them on his tunic before tossing them to Kile.

“We noticed you missed breakfast.”

“Thanks,” she said as she turned the apple over in
her hand. “But why the sudden change?”

“That was Alex’s doing,” Daniel replied, looking a
little embarrassed. “We wanted to thank you for what you did
yesterday...and say we’re sorry.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kile said
calmly as she took a bite of the apple.

“Look, I have Mr. Voreing’s this morning, and I have
no intention of being late,” Carter broke in. “What Daniel is
trying to say in his awkward way, is that we inadvertently treated
you like garbage, and for that we are sorry. I guess you’re
okay...for a girl...and I have no problem serving beside you as a
Hunter. But until then, I have a class.”

He gave her a kind of parting salute and then headed
off around the stable back to the great hall. Kile was kind of
impressed. It was the most Carter had ever spoken to her at one
time. Of course he could have left out the reference to her being a
girl, but then beggars can’t be choosers.

“So,” she said, turning to Daniel and taking another
bite of the apples. “Any of that true?”

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry. I told you that you could
count on me and I wasn’t there for you. It’s just...the other guys
were kind of giving us a hard time for hanging around with you
and…we figured that you didn’t need the extra burden.”

Kile thought that one through for a while. She knew
where he was going with that line of reasoning, and she just didn’t
believe any of it. Redirect it, so it looks as if they were
actually doing her a favor by ostracizing her. She couldn’t help
but wonder if she would have done the same things if the roles had
been reversed. That didn’t mean she should let him off so
easily.

“So, you suddenly figured that it was time for you to
burden me with this extra responsibility.”

“Well...no...I mean, yes.”

“Forget it,” she finally said as she finished off the
first apple and started to polish the second on her own tunic as
she sat back down.

“What?”

“I’m too tired to argue the point, you’re
forgiven.”

“You’re still mad,” Daniel replied as he sat down on
the grass beside her.

“Well of course I’m still mad, but I’ll get over
it.”

“Actually, Alex said it best. After we got the gravy
out of his hair, that is.”

“Very funny,” Alex replied, not looking up from the
class manual he was now reading.

“He said you were the only Hunter in that room
yesterday. I think Carter took offense at that, but even he had to
admit Alex was right.”

It would seem that Kile wasn’t the only one that saw
the un-Hunter-like attitude that was so predominant within the
Academy.

“So, where are you heading next?” Daniel asked.

“I have Master Lee this morning and Master Adams
later on this afternoon,” Kile replied. “What about you?”

“We have the next class together, with Master
Rooqack,” he said with a groan that was echoed by Alex. She didn’t
know why; she thought science and math were fascinating and Master
Rooqack was one of the few instructors at the Academy that didn’t
seem to care if she was a girl or not. Of course he was usually so
involved with his lectures she wasn’t sure if he even noticed.

“I just don’t get it,” Alex said, tossing the book
aside.

“Don’t get what?” Daniel asked with a sigh that
indicated to Kile that this was not the first time they had this
conversation.

“All these numbers and lines and angles and such, I
don’t know, it just doesn’t make any sense. I don’t know why we
have to learn this,” Alex replied as he rolled over on his back and
stared up at the sky. “Why can’t we learn how to hit things and be
done with it?”

“Now you sound like Carter,” Daniel laughed as he
picked up the book. “Maybe Master Rooqack will explain it in
class.”

“I doubt it. I can’t understand half of what he’s
talking about anyway. I get lost from the get go.”

“The reasons behind the lessons will make sense soon
enough,” Kile said as she got to her feet. She had to get to her
own class that she was not looking forward to, but at least she was
more awake now.

“How do you know it will make sense?” Alex asked
her.

“I’ve only read the book twice,” Kile replied. “I’ll
tell you what, meet me in the dinning hall for supper and I’ll
explain it in a way that even you could understand.”

“Really? You promise?”

“Sure, why not? But for now we should get going,”
Kile said as she held a hand out to help Daniel up.

Daniel handed Alex back his book. “Go up ahead and
save me a seat. I have to ask Kile something,” he told him.

“Ooh, is it something I shouldn’t know about?” the
smaller boy laughed.

“It’s nothing like that,” Daniel said as his face
turned red. “Just go. I’ll meet you up there later.”

“Fine, I get left out of all the good conversations,”
Alex replied as he ran off.

“Is there something I should know about?” Kile
asked.

“What? Oh, no, nothing like that. It’s just that I
saw you coming back from Morgan’s tower yesterday, and I was just
wondering if...you know, you got everything figured out.”

“Morgan’s tower? I’d hardly call it a tower.”

“Well, that’s what the other cadets call it. You
know, because it’s round. Lack of originality I suppose, but if you
no longer want to talk to me about it, I completely understand,
it’s just that…” he said, trailing off.

“No, it’s alright, it's just that we never came to
any conclusion about anything.”

“Really? Well, you should at least know what sphere
you’re influenced by.”

“Well...none actually.”

“It can’t be none. Everybody is influenced by at
least one sphere.”

“No, it’s actually none of them” she replied
casually. “I don’t fall into any of the spheres, that's the
problem. He says I have something, he just doesn’t know what it
is.”

“You’re a freak,” Daniel replied, and then stopped
walking when he realized Kile was no longer beside him. He turned
around and saw her stand there with her arms crossed. “Well, that’s
what they call them,” he said in defense.

“Morgan and I prefer the term ‘miscellaneous’. At
least for now, until I figure out something better.”

“Well, that’s kind of cool, actually. Do you know
what you can do?”

Kile was surprised by Daniel’s level of enthusiasm.
She had figured by being a freak, or a miscellaneous, that it would
just separate her further from the rest of the cadets. She had
looked at it as being a negative, not a positive.

“What? You don’t think it’s cool?” Daniel asked,
clearing reading the expression on her face.

“I never thought of it that way.”

“Are you kidding? A fre-...a miscellaneous is a
Hunter that can do things that no other Hunter can. Look at it this
way: there have been a dozen or so Hunters that can use the healing
arts, there are even more that can create illusions, thousands that
can manipulate fire or earth, but...miscellaneous Hunters are a
rare breed.”

Kile thought about it as she followed Daniel into the
great Hall. Sometimes it’s not always great being a rare breed.

 


Master Adams’s class was, without doubt, the most
boring. So boring in fact, that Kile usually had to force herself
to stay awake, and what with her current lack of sleep, it was not
going to be very easy. Fortunately for her, Master Adams had his
hands full and paid her very little mind. She often wondered if he
even realized she was still in the classroom. It was his
responsibility to teach the cadets how to read and write in the
common tongue, or to be more precise, the Royal language. As far as
she knew, the language had been around long before the Royal
Family. At what point did they actually lay claim to it was unknown
to her.

It was only during her first week that he had
acknowledged her. He handed her a book entitled “The Political
Structure of the Provinces of The Kingdom of Aru” and told her to
read out loud for the class. She was the only cadet he asked, and
she was sure she understood the reasoning behind it. He was trying
to embarrass her as well as to prove his point that boys could read
and girls could not. The idea was that if you couldn’t read, you
couldn’t become a Hunter. A Hunter needs a firm grasp of the common
tongue in order to function successfully. They need to be able to
read scripts, contracts, and assignments as well as write reports
for the Guild. It was quite clear to Kile that Master Adams wished
to point out that Kile, as a girl, had weak or nonexistent reading
skills, and she also had the feeling that he had no intention of
correcting that. In fact, she was sure he would leave her behind as
he schooled the other boys. The reality would have been devastating
to Kile, if it wasn’t for the fact that she was the only one in the
classroom that could read.

She was six years old when her brother taught her,
and from that point on she read just about anything she could get
her hands on, although books were quite scarce back in Riverport.
So when Master Adams opened the book to the chapter on the
political power of the province and told her to read, she read six
pages flawlessly before he took the book away from her. That was
the first and the last time he ever acknowledged that she was in
his classroom.

Kile had been under the misconception that by the age
of fourteen, everybody knew how to read. It was second nature to
her, as it was with her brother and most of the people back in
Riverport, so it came as a surprise to her to learn just how many
of the class couldn’t, and that those who could, weren’t very good.
It was the first time she had ever thought of Riverport as being
ahead of anywhere else, instead of lagging so far behind, and it
also raised the question: how did they manage to pass the entry
examination in the first place? Of course saying they couldn’t read
may have been a bit of an exaggeration, but it didn’t appear to be
that far off the mark. So, on those days she had to attend class
and Master Adams was going over the basics, she was left with very
little to do and often just sat there and listened with little
enthusiasm as he taught the class their letters. But then that was
before she was a miscellaneous.

When she entered the classroom, she paused for a
moment in the doorway. She would usually choose the seat that was
as far away from the instructor as she could get, hiding herself in
the back of the classroom where she wouldn’t be noticed. There she
would sit in silence, counting the seconds as they slowly passed,
hope the classroom would burn down, or there would be a freak
flood, or that possibly a rouge valrik would leap through the
window to cause a little mayhem just to liven things up. So far,
none of these events have occurred and so she would fight boredom
and sleep until Master Adams finally dismissed the class.

If something was going to change, it would have to be
her, so she took the seat half way down and far to the right, which
placed her beside the shelves, and more importantly, beside the
books. When the boys began to file in and the classroom began to
fill, they instinctively took seats as far away from her as they
could. She wasn’t really sure if that was true, but it did appear
that the left side of the room filled up a lot quicker than the
right. There were advantages to being shunned. She looked through
the book on the shelf.

Most of the books were political, a subject she was
not very fond of. There were a few storybooks, as well one on
landscaping and another on engineering, even one on thatching, but
it was the thick red leather book on the history of the Hunters
that piqued her interest.

Master Adams finally arrived; he was usually late, so
in his world he was right on time. He waited for the class to quiet
down, took roll call, and then proceeded to instruct the cadets in
the composition of the Royal alphabet, something else the Royal
Family seemed to have adopted as their own. They weren’t happy with
owning just the language, they had to own the whole alphabet as
well. As any other day, he neglected to acknowledge Kile’s
existence, and for that Kile was grateful as she slipped the red
leather book from the shelf. By the amount of dust she wiped off
the front cover, the book didn’t get much use. She opened to page
one, chapter one and settled in for a long day.

She was about a third of the way through chapter
three when Master Adams actually called on her.

“Miss Veller” he yelled in a rather irate tone, which
would indicate that he had called her name more than once.

She looked up from her book, unable to hide her own
annoyance at being disturbed while she was trying to read.

“Perhaps you can help us. We are currently discussing
His Highness King Roland the Third’s succession to the throne last
year and would like to know the meaning of the word establishment
as it pertains to the political arena.”

How they had gotten from their letters to the
political establishment was beyond her.

“It’s a group of social, economic, and political
leaders who form the ruling class and have a need to own just about
everything they see,” she said without a second thought, and waited
to see if he had anything else to add.

“Well, I suppose that is one definition,” he admitted
as he turned back to the rest of the class. That was fine with her,
when he came up with another definition, he could let her know.

The class went on for another hour before Master
Adams finally dismissed them. Kile noted the page number that she
was on, closed the book and slipped it back into its home on the
dust covered shelf. She had grabbed her own stuff and was about to
leave, when Master Adams stopped her.

“One moment Miss Veller,” Master Adams called from
the front of the class.

Now what did she do, she wondered as she put her pack
down and waited for the rest of the boys to leave. When the room
was finally empty, Master Adams approached.

“Who taught you to read?” He asked, sitting on the
desk in front of her. He was quite young, and in some ways, not
that bad looking now that she had a closer look at him, with his
youthful round face, short black hair, and dark brown eyes. He
looked almost normal, that was in comparison to the other Hunters
she had seen so far.

“My brother taught me...when I was six.”

“I see,” he nodded slowly. “Why do you want to be a
Hunter?”

Kile thought she had answered this question enough
times. Maybe she should print it up in a small pamphlet so she
could hand it out to anyone who felt the need to ask.

“It was something I always wanted to, sir, ever since
I was nine, when I first met Erin Silvia.”

“Erin. Well, that explains a lot,” he replied, and
Kile would almost swear she saw the hint of a smile. “Don’t you
realize that there are a lot of people within the Guild who would
like to see you fail?”

“Yes, sir, I am painfully aware of that, but I also
know that there are a few people in the Guild who would like to see
me succeed.”

“Ah, yes, but you see, they can’t help you. If they
were to help you, then the Guild would look at it as favoritism,
and that would be unacceptable. No cadet is allowed special
treatment.”

“But am I not already receiving special treatment,
sir?”

“I don’t think I follow you.”

“Special simple means out of the ordinary, and the
treatment I have been receiving from cadets and staff alike has
been far from ordinary,” she replied. “If that is all, sir, I
promised a friend that I would help him with his studies,” she said
as she picked up her belonging and headed towards the door.

“One moment, Kile.”

She was ten inches from salvation, she could have
just ducked out the door and pretended she hadn’t heard him, but it
was too late, she had already stopped. She turned around as he
walked towards her holding the thick, red leather book.

“You’re right,” he replied, and there was a tone of
gloom in his voice that she didn’t like. “There are a lot of
members of the staff that want you to quit. They can’t make you,
but they can persuade you.”

“Is that what you’re doing, sir? Persuading?” she
asked. She wasn’t sure where this courage was coming from, but it
was probably because she was now a miscellaneous. She never thought
she would ever speak to an instructor so directly. Any moment now
he would punish her for insubordination, which she couldn’t deny
was exactly what she was being.

“Let’s just say, I am being persuaded as well,” he
said as he handed her the book on the history of Hunters. “Think of
it a class assignment,” he smiled, but it wasn’t a happy smile as
he started to walk away.

“Thank you, sir,” she replied as she slipped the book
into her pack.

“You shouldn’t thank me just yet. You don’t know if I
did you any favors,” he replied without turning around. “Thank me
in three years...if you’re still around.”

Kile stepped out of the classroom and headed towards
the dinning hall. She was trying to put together everything that
Master Adams had said, although he didn’t say very much. Was
someone forcing him to make his class miserable for her? And if so,
what changed? The idea that there was a conspiracy within the
Hunter’s Academy to force her to quit was a bit overwhelming. It
was impossible to believe that the staff didn’t have anything more
important to occupy their time and energy than the academic studies
of one cadet, even if it was a girl.

She walked across the compound and entered the
dinning hall. She was glad to see that not only Alex was sitting at
her table in the back of the room, but so were Daniel and Carter.
The majority of the staff and the cadets may be out to force her to
quit, but at least she had some that wanted her to succeed. And, it
would appear, one more staff member on her side. Well, maybe not on
her side, but at least not against her.

 

 


Kile entered the small, dark potato room with knife
in hand. She reluctantly sat on her stool and picked up the first
potato of the night. She’d finished cleaning up the dinning hall,
wiping down the tables, mopping the floors, and now, as she looked
upon a mountain of potatoes that sat beside her and the empty
bucket in front of her, she realized that she only had another
twelve days to go.

The first peeled potato fell into the bucket. At
least she made some progress today. She had reestablished contact
with her friends, even if she wasn’t the one that had broken it off
in the first place, and she found an ally in Master Adams. Well,
maybe ally was too strong a term. He never said nor gave any real
indication that he was going to help her. If nothing else, she did
have the satisfaction of explaining math to Alex, if satisfaction
was the right word. It was all in the approach. Remove the Xs and
the Ys and replace them with something a little more substantial
like apples and oranges and the boy picked up on it pretty quickly.
Seriously, how someone can add an X and a Y and managed to come up
with an actual number was beyond her, and it wasn’t only Alex she
helped. By the way Carter was looking on, it was clear that he had
problems understanding it as well.

She dropped another potato into the bucket. It was a
shame it was so dark in the room. With a little more light she
could prop the book up that Master Adams had lent her and get some
reading in. It was fascinating to learn about the past
accomplishments of so many Hunters, both male and female.

Kile was thinking about stealing another light from
the kitchen, when a familiar white shape moved across the floor and
sat up in front of her.

“Yarrow” she said.

-Vesper-

The word sort of popped into her head. She wasn’t
sure where it came from or how it got in there, but for some reason
it just seemed right.

“Your name is Vesper,” she concluded as she held a
slice of potato out to the small rodent. It ran up and took it from
her.

-Vesper-

“Kile, my name is Kile Veller” she replied. She
thought it was a little odd introducing herself to a rodent, or
yarrow, but it seemed to be the polite thing to do.

-Kile-

“That’s right,” she replied. “Do you live around
here?”

-Here-

“That’s right, around here, in the kitchen.”

-No-

“Do you belong to one of the mystics?”

-Mystics?-

“Yeah, the old men in the yellow robes. Did one of
them bring you to the Academy?”

-Academy?-

“The Academy...all these buildings together make up
the Academy. Did one of the old men in yellow robes bring you
here?” she asked. This was going to take longer than she thought,
but it wasn’t like she had anything else to do.

-Yellow man bring to building-

Now she was getting somewhere. It only made sense
that this yarrow would belong to one of the mystics, since only a
mystic would have a rodent that could speak. Well, actually it
didn’t really speak, but it could communicate with her. It must
have escaped, or the mystic misplaced it. If all mystics were like
Morgan, that was the most likely scenario.

“So, one of the mystics...the yellow men brought you
here.”

-No-

“Wait, didn’t you just say that a yellow man brought
you to these buildings.”

-No, you say-

“Did someone bring you to these buildings?”

-No. Did someone bring you to buildings?-

“Me? Well...a carriage driver, but I don’t think
that’s what you’re after. I came by myself.”

-Why?-

“Sometimes I wonder, but because I wanted to.”

-Want to. I here because I want to.-

“So, you live around here?”

“No, I live in Procton but you already knew
that.”

Kile jumped, dropping the potato she was holding into
the bucket of water, which splashed as the yarrow made a run for
it. She spun around to see Alex standing in the doorway, looking a
bit confused.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, trying to
regain her composure.

“Actually, I came to help,” he replied, holding up a
knife. Kile wondered if it was safe for him to have one of
those.

“You shouldn’t be here. If Master Boraro finds
out…”

“Master Boraro is already in bed, most of the
Academy’s asleep except for the dorms, and besides, you wouldn’t be
here if it wasn’t for me.”

“Thanks for the offer, but are you sure?”

“Sure I’m sure, I’ve peeled potatoes before. Well,
sort of, but I’ve watched my mother do it...sort of.”

Kile quickly scanned the floor for Vesper as Alex
went back into the kitchen to get another stool. There was no sign
of the rodent anywhere, and Kile had the feeling he wasn’t coming
back again tonight, not with the extra body in the room.

“Who were you talking to anyway?” Alex asked as he
set the stool down beside the mountain of potatoes.

“Talking?”

“Yeah, you know, talking. You seemed to be carrying
on a one-sided conversation. I thought you had someone in here
but…”

“Oh, I was just...talking to myself,” she smiled
awkwardly as she dropped another potato in the bucket. “Have you
ever heard of a yarrow?”

“Yarrows? They’re only everywhere.”

“Really?” she exclaimed. Maybe Riverport was more
isolated than she thought.

“Yeah, they get into everything. Back home, they have
a devil of a time keeping them out of the food storage. They got
into old man Jackson’s bakery and ate through most of his stock
before he set out traps for them.”

“Traps, couldn’t he just...reason with them?”

“Reason...with a yarrow?” he asked with a note of
bewilderment in his voice. “You are kidding me...aren’t you?”

“Yeah, yeah of course I am. I mean, they seem
so...intelligent.”

“Well, yeah, probably more so than some of the cadets
here, but they’re still just yarrows.”

“So...they don’t talk.”

“These are just regular potatoes we’re peeling,
aren’t they?” he asked as he sniffed one. “I think the long hours
are getting to you.”

“Probably,” she replied, but she was sure that the
yarrow was talking to her. “Have you ever heard of a Vesper?”

“Vesper...can’t say that I have. Wait a minute,
wasn’t there a story about a creature on some remote island in the
north called a Vesper? Yeah, it was this large creature, they said
it was about the size of a horse with large claws and a long snout,
and it was covered in scales.”

“Somehow I don’t think it was the same thing,” Kile
replied.

“I’m pretty sure it was called a Vesper, but Daniel
would know. He knows a lot of the different creatures and the
stories. We had this man come through Procton some time back. He
was full of stories. He was the one that told us of the Vesper.
That’s what I really want to do. I want to tell stories, but not
just tell them,” he said as he put down the knife and the half
peeled potato and held his hands out in front of him, palms up.

Before Kile’s eyes, a small section of a town
appeared. It was like looking through a keyhole at the street
formed before her. The details in the buildings were amazing, she
could make out even brick, every stone, she could even see the
expressions of every person’s face as the town’s people went about
their daily lives. Moving through the streets, going in and out of
the little stores, stopping to talk to one another, all of it
occurs just above the small boy’s upturned hands, all for Kile to
see. She watched in amazement at this small slice of Procton life
was playing out before her, and as easily as it appeared, it was
gone.

“Alex, that was incredible,” she exclaimed.

“You really think so?” he asked with a grin that
stretched from ear to ear. “It’s a little hard, what with so many
things going at one time, but Morgan says that with a bit more
practice it should become second nature.”

“Was that Procton?”

“That was the street my father’s shop is on. He’s a
tin knocker; took it over after my grandfather passed away. It’s
the easiest for me create since I’ve know every detail of the
place. I’ve tried to create other places, but they usually have
blurry areas where I just can’t remember what was there.”

“Can’t you just...make it up?”

“Yeah, but I’m not that good at it yet. When I try to
make up one section, I tend to loose another. But I’m getting
better.”

“I’ll say. I wish I could do something like
that.”

“Surely your Edge is just as good...isn’t it? I mean
I know you’re not really supposed to tell anyone what your Edge is,
so if you don’t want to tell me that’s fine.”

“Well, if you ever find out what my Edge is, you let
me know,” Kile replied as she dropped another potato in the
bucket.

“You don’t know what it is.”

“Nope, not a clue.”

“Wow...what did Morgan say?”

“He doesn’t have a clue either.”

“Wow...that kinda…sucks,” Alex replied. He went back
to peeling his own potato and seemed to drop the subject all
together as if the idea of not knowing your Edge was something to
be ashamed of.

-White-

“White what?” Kile asked Alex who looked up from his
peeling.

“White what what?”

“You just said white.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You didn’t?”

Great, now not only was Alex embarrassed for her for
not knowing her Edge, he was now probably thinking she was going
crazy.

-White falling-

“Are you alright, Kile?” Alex asked. He was getting
concerned since she had stopped peeling and was staring at him.

“I’m sorry, I...I thought I heard something.”

-White falling from sky-

Kile got the strong sense of cold that filled her
mind with visions of winter.

“It’s snowing,” she realized as if she had just
managed to put the pieces of a puzzle together.

“You thought you heard snow?” Alex asked.

“What? No...no it’s snowing outside.”

“I doubt it,” he replied. “Master Rooqack said it
won’t start snowing for a couple of weeks.”

Alex got up from his stool and walked back through
the kitchen. Within a few moments he called for Kile. As Kile got
up, she saw Vesper, sitting in the corner watching her. She quickly
cut another slice of potato and tossed it to the yarrow before
following Alex into the kitchen. Outside the first snow of the
winter season was gently falling.
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Kile sat in the chair beside the window, wrapped in
her blanket, reading the book on the history of Hunters. The snow
had continued to fall all through the night and left about six
inches on the ground, but that wasn’t going to stop the Academy
from functioning as normal. Normal, of course, was a relative term.
She was sure that even if a snowstorm had struck during the night
and they were forced to tunnel their way out of their cells, they
would still be required to continue as usual. The one thing that
Tree had neglected to warn Kile about was the fact that there was
no heating in their little homes away from home. A thick blanket
and a wool cloak were the only thing to keep the winter chill
away.

She had managed to get to bed earlier last night with
Alex’s help, or maybe in spite of it. The boy meant well, but he
took off more potato than peel, which only meant that Vesper and
the rest of the yarrows, if there were more of them, would be
eating well for a while.

She turned the page and looked outside to see if
Master West had appeared in all his glory to ring the bell to start
the new day. When he was nowhere to be seen, she turned back to her
book. The more she read, the more the different Hunters and their
unique approach to life fascinated her. It was obvious that the
most successful Hunters were also the most unorthodox, the most
eccentric, but as diverse as their lives were, their deaths were
not that dissimilar, and some of them were downright gruesome.
There was one underlining conclusion that she did come to: Hunters
did not live to a ripe old age. There were no retirement homes for
Hunters, they continued to work until they died, which, if you
believe all the stories in the book, wasn’t all that long into
their career. The few that did manage to beat the odds usually
ended up working on the council or, if they were one of the
unfortunate ones, teaching at the Academy.

That would explain Sir Oblum, but not so much Master
Boraro, or even Master Adams. What were their reasons for taking a
teaching position? Oh sure, one excuse would be their noble desire
to give back to the Guild, or possibly the lure of steady pay
without the risk to life and limb.

Kile looked out the window again, and this time she
saw Master West, wrapped in his woolen cloak, carefully walking
down the snow covered steps. She got up from her seat, draped her
blanket over her bed, placed the book in the top drawer of her
chest, and headed out into the hall. She pulled the hood of her
cloak up over her head as she stepped out into the cold morning
air, the puffs of her own breath momentarily blinding her. She
moved across the compound as the first sounds of the bell echoed in
her ears. She even remember to look towards the east, to see what
it was that Master West used to mark the new day, but all she saw
were the first rays of the morning sunlight on the dingy gray stone
walls of Azintar.

“Morning sir,” she said as she passed a rather
befuddled Master West, and took her position in the field. Let them
get used to it.

The first cadet out of the Barracks, besides her, was
a third year, redheaded boy that she had seen on the field two
mornings earlier. He ran across the compound, looking behind him to
make sure he had no competition, but quickly slowed when he saw her
standing there. The boy paused before entering the fenced-in area
of the training field, gave her a salute as recognition of her
winning the coveted first person up title, then took his second
place position on the field.

“You’re Kile Veller, aren’t you?” he asked. It was an
obvious question with an obvious answer. Of course hers wasn’t any
better.

“How did you know?” she asked.

“Yeah, okay, that was kind of stupid wasn’t it?” The
redheaded boy laughed. “I’m Robert Little,” he said, extending his
hand. She was a little cautious about accepting it, but she was
taught never to be rude. What could he do to her out here in the
cold anyway?

“You’re an early riser too, ay?” he asked

“Grew up on a farm,” she replied

“Yeah, me too, a little ways out of Nortonville.”

“I know where that is,” she exclaimed. It was the
first place she had ever heard anyone mention that she knew. “I’m
from Riverport myself.”

“I have a cousin in Riverport,” Robert replied. “You
don’t know Dale Shoeman do you?”

“Dale, he has a nephew by the name of Charles Nehls
who’s a friend of my brother, Leon Veller.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s him. Charles is my second
cousin...something, something, something or other. Actually, I
think I met your brother once. Kind of a short kid with curly
reddish brown hair?”

“My brother is taller than you are.”

“Well, it was about...six years ago,” Robert replied
with a lopsided grin. “So, what do you think about our little boot
camp?”

“It’s a bit more than I had anticipated, but I’m
hanging in there.”

“You better. There’s a pool going as to how long
you’ll last.”

Kile knew that there were some people taking bets,
she didn’t know it had gotten as far as an organized pool.

“What are my odds?” she asked, not really wanting to
hear the answer.

“To be totally honest, not very good. I had you down
for at least a year, but if you’re from Riverport, I’ll have to
raise my expectation of you.”

“Anybody say I’ll actually graduate?” she asked.

“Well…”

His long delay answered her question for him, and the
arrival of a few more cadets saved him from actually having to tell
her himself.

From that point on the field filled up rather quickly
and nobody knew, or cared, who the first one out was. What they
really cared about was standing outside in the six inches of snow.
The roll was called, but the calisthenics were postponed as the
senior cadet who ran the morning ritual waited for Sir Oblum.

The man emerged from his office wrapped in a thick
black woolen cloak like a large grizzly bear. This time the dogs
followed him as he cut a swatch through the snow and came to stand
before the cadets. He waited there, holding them in his gaze for a
few moments. Mainly he wanted to the make them squirm. He pulled
out a scroll from the pouch on his belt, and began to read.

“Joshua T. Smithy, Tommy R. Kline, Henry R.
Anderson.”

Each name was read off slow and deliberate as he
paused between them to let the reality of the situation sink in. He
then rolled the scroll up, and slipped it back into the pouch on
his belt. It was all done very ceremoniously. As with everything
Oblum did, he did with an air of importance and a certain kind of
flare.

Kile only recognized one name on the list. That was
Tommy R. Kline. She didn’t really know him personally. He was one
of the boys that had been in her group when Tree took them on a
tour of the compound, a day that now seemed so long ago.

“It would appear that three of your companions could
not take the cold, and opted to take the long walk of shame
instead. They did not have what it takes to be a Hunter. A Hunter
must be able to brave the elements. A Hunter must be able to
withstand the cold winter winds. If you do not feel that you can do
this, then there is no place for you here.”

Sir Oblum paused, his hands clasped behind his back,
as if waiting for someone to take him up on his offer. He looked
over the cadets, and when nobody moved, he smiled, or it could have
been a sneer, it was difficult to tell. He turned to the senior
cadet that stood waiting patiently beside him.

“You will have them stand at attention for the next
two hours...or until one of them yields.”

“Sir?” The senior cadet turned to Oblum, as confused
as the rest of them. This did not appear to be a standard training
practice.

“Is there a problem, cadet?”

“No, sir, of course not, sir.”

Oblum turned to face them one more time, even when he
wasn’t looking at her directly, she could still feel his gaze on
her. He gave one final harrumph, then turned and walked back into
the warmth of his office with nothing more to say, the dogs
following close behind.

“You heard the commander. We are all going to stand
out here for the next two hours,” the senior cadet announced as he
took his position in front of them. He didn’t mention the fact that
they could avoid all this if just one of them was willing to take
the walk of shame. Was it that he couldn’t bring himself to say it,
or wouldn’t?

Her boots were not as watertight as she was led to
believe, and the thin cloak didn’t really keep out the cold winds
as effectively as it should have, but Kile stood at attention and
waited with the rest of the cadets. She had mixed feelings about
the situation. She didn’t want to stand in the cold for the full
two hours, but on the other hand, she really didn’t want to see
anyone quit. Well, with the possible exception of Eric, but that
wasn’t likely to happen.

It could have been her imagination or just the
lingering paranoia, but she couldn’t help but notice that more and
more eyes were slowly turning in her direction. It would make sense
in a cruel sort of way. If she quits, it was like killing two birds
with one stone.

As the time dragged on, there were silent murmurs of
dissent within the ranks. The few that she could hear were the
typical complaints directed at Oblum, the ones that she didn’t want
to hear were directed at her.

“Just quit already,” the boy standing beside her said
in a harsh whisper through chattering teeth. Kile wasn’t sure if he
had been there from the beginning or had somehow maneuvered his way
through the ranks to give her this small piece of advice, either
way she did her best to ignore him.

“You’re being stupid...you’re never going to...to
graduate...just quit...now...so we don’t...have to suffer.”

It was surprising how warm one gets when they really
get ticked off as Kile turned to the boy beside her.

“If you’re suffering so much,” she said in a calm
voice that showed no effect from the cold, “maybe you’re the one
that should quit. You obviously don’t have what it takes.”

Her remark drew a lot of attention and a bit of
laughter from the ranks around her, but this time it wasn’t
directed at her.

“You just got burned.”

“Feel warm now, Johnny?”

“Better watch your step, Johnny. I hear the walk of
shame is a bit icy.”

The first hour slipped into the second, and when the
time was finally up, Kile couldn’t even feel her toes. Fortunately
the calisthenics were never inflicted, but she suspected that the
senior cadet in charge of the morning ritual was as eager to get
into the warmth of the dining hall as everyone else was as he
quickly dismissed them.

 


Today Kile had Master Rooqack, who was teaching the
cadets the fundamentals of arithmetic and its influence on nature
and the universe as a whole, which really boiled down to learning
basic math. The lessons in general were rather boring, but at least
Master Rooqack didn’t spend his time giving her menacing glances or
making comments about how girls couldn’t grasp the subtleties of
the sciences. If anything, it was the exact opposite. Master
Rooqack had often gone out of his way to praise her work or to
single her out as the only student that actually understood what he
was trying to explain. This, of course, didn’t help her social
standing with the rest of the cadets, but a compliment was better
than a slap in the face anyway, regardless of how it was given.

Kile had just finished one of the more complex
problems that Master Rooqack had given, when she realized he was
standing behind her, looking over her shoulder at the work she had
done and, thankfully, nodding with approval.

“It would appear you have a firm grasp of this
concept,” he said in his low, soft voice. He was a wisp of a man,
tall and lean with fine blonde hair and a scraggly beard. He didn’t
so much as walk, but float as he came up behind her without a
sound, his long arms hanging down by his side, his long fingers
resting upon her desk. He was a scarecrow without a field.

“Thank you, sir,” she replied, lacking anything else
to say. He didn’t leave, he just sort of stood there, hovering over
her, making her more uncomfortable by the minute. So much in fact
that she couldn’t even concentrate on the next problem.

“I suppose Morgan can have you now.”

“I’m sorry, sir?” Kile replied, looking up, really
up, at the tall Hunter that was looming over her.

“The mystic Morgan has requested that you see him
this afternoon. I informed him that it would depend upon your
advancements in your studies. As it appears that you understand the
work, I see no reason to keep you from him,” Master Rooqack said as
he finally stepped away from her desk, indicating that she was to
go...now.

“He wanted to see me?” Kile asked as she got to her
feet and grabbed her hat. “Why?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Master Rooqack replied.

She handed him the scroll that she was working on and
picked up her pack, then headed for the door. There was no reason
for the old mystic to need to see her so soon, unless he had
figured something out about her miscellaneous Edge. The thought
spurred her on a little faster and she found herself running down
the stairs to get to the back field where the mystic’s dwelling
stood. She still couldn’t bring herself to call those short round
buildings, towers, but everyone else referred to them as such.
Braving the elements once again, she pulled her cloak about her and
ran out into the snow.

Kile reached the tower door and knocked three times.
When nobody answered, she went in anyway. She wasn’t planning on
standing on the doorstep freezing her tail off when the mystic was
probably waiting for her inside. She had stood in the cold long
enough today. She stepped into the foyer and knocked the snow from
her boots.

The warmth of the room was almost stifling, as if she
had walked from winter into the hottest months of the summer. She
quickly removed her cloak and hat and hung them on the only hook
she could find.

“Sir,” she called out as she closed the door behind
her.

She walked down the length of the hall and looked
around the corner into the main room. Nothing had changed, but then
she really didn’t expect it to look any different. From her brief
stay at the Mystic’s tower, she was under the impression that
mystics liked bare walls and no furniture beyond the necessities,
but from seeing this place, it was clear that mystics thrive in
clutter. The minimalist style of the tower must have been for the
benefit of the cadets, although she couldn’t understand why.

“Yes, what do you want?”

“Sir, it’s me, Kile Veller, you asked to see me.”

“I did?” Morgan inquired as he came around the
corner, his yellow robes flowing about him as he stopped and stared
at her. It was as if he was trying to figure out who she was and
why she was bothering him, and for one brief moment Kile thought
that someone was playing a trick on her at the expense of the
mystic, but finally he nodded.

“Oh yes, of course I did.” And with that he
disappeared around the corner. When it was apparent that he wasn’t
coming back, Kile followed.

She rounded the corner into the main room, which was
a site bit cleaner than it had been the first time she had seen it.
The entire outer wall had been surrounded by shelves that were
packed with the artifacts and curiosities that had been scattered
about before, though the stacks of books and loose papers didn’t
appear to have been moved. The crow, she was glad to see, was no
longer in a cage, but was perched on the shelves staring down at
her with its beady little black eyes.

The center of the room was now clear and resembled a
quaint sitting room. The two large, overstuffed wingback chairs
were situated on a round braided rug, and facing what should have
been a fireplace, but instead there was a globe of fire floating
two feet above the floor. If he was able to sell those, he would
make a fortune she thought as she felt the heat that it was giving
off.

“I didn’t know I was scheduled to see you today,
sir.”

He had taken a seat in one of the wingback chairs,
and directed Kile to take the other. They were definitely designed
for someone a lot bigger than she was. She sank into the cushion,
her feet barely touching the floor. She started to wonder how she
was ever going to get out of it.

“You’re not scheduled to see me today,” he replied,
tapping his fingers together. “I was supposed to see a Cadet Kline
today, but they tell me he’s not available.”

“No, sir, Tommy dropped out of the Academy last
night, or that’s what Sir Oblum told us this morning.”

“Did he now? Well...Oblum has never been one to lie.
It’s a shame actually; not a very bright student, but he had
potential. Oh well, no use wondering what might have been,” Morgan
replied with a slight shrug. “I figured we should seize this
opportunity to better explore your Edge. Have you learned anything
new about your skills?” he inquired.

“No, sir.”

“Nothing different or unusual has occurred?”

“Well…” The first thing that came to mind was the
yarrow that had spoken to her, but then that was the yarrow that
was unusual and not her.

“No, sir, not really, I mean, nothing really unusual.
Unless...are you familiar with yarrows?”

“Yarrows. Dreadful little creatures, a real nuisance,
but not my area of study. I do have a colleague that specializes in
animals and animal behaviors, why do you ask?”

“Oh, no reason. Have you ever heard of a Vesper?”

“Vesper? It’s an old word, used to describe the
evening or eastern star. I believe it was of Baala origin, but I
cannot say for sure. I fear that was even before my time.”

So much for Alex’s monster theory.

“Well, that was enlightening conversation,” Morgan
replied as he rose from his chair. “The reason why I wanted to see
you is that I’ve come up with a theory on the best way to ascertain
your exact influence, or what Edge you posses. We will place you
through a few...shall we say...tests.”

“What kind of tests?”

“Oh, not to worry, simple tests, you won’t have to do
very much,” Morgan said with a dismissive wave of the hand. “But
the sooner we get these tests out of the way, the sooner we can
learn what you Edge is, and then we can start to hone it. So...are
you ready?”

The last thing Kile was ready for, was anything to do
with the mystic arts. She still did not trust them, and the thought
of them being used to test her was even more unsettling.

“You did say that this was the best way? Are there
other ways?”

“Well, yes. There are a few things that we could try
first, but it's rather time consuming and tedious. I’m sure this is
faster...and it should work.”

“You don’t know?”

“Of course I do...sort of. In all likelihood this
should work.”

-If you survive-

“What?”

“Look, Miss Veller, your skills,
your...abilities...they don’t fit into the natural order of things,
they can’t be classified so easily and therefore we must
take…rather extraordinary steps to learn about them before we can
develop them.”

“You’ve never tried this on anyone else.”

“The opportunity has never come up. Are you
ready?”

“I’m not really sure.”

“Oh, come, come now. As I’ve said, the tests are very
easy. It’s just a matter of finding the right conditions that
will...activate your skills.”

“But shouldn’t I be able to activate my skills
without the tests?” Kile asked as she struggled to get up out of
her chair.

“Since we can’t rely on your actions, we have to rely
on your reactions. If we can cause you to use your Edge out of
reflex, we can better understand what that Edge is. Once we know
what it is, then we can explore ways for you to use it more
consciously.”

“I think I get it,” she lied as she rolled out of the
wingback chair and onto her feet.

“Well, it doesn’t really matter if you do or not.
We’ll start with the easiest test.”

“What do I have to…”

-Watch out-

Kile felt herself being thrown backwards by some
unseen force into one of the shelves. Books, scrolls, and papers
came crashing down on top of. Her only reaction was a few choice
words.

“Such language is not very ladylike,” Morgan remarked
as he jotted something down in a small book that he was now
holding.

“You just threw me across the room,” she yelled as
she got to her feet, kicking a few of the volumes aside.

-I did try to warn you-

“A lot of good that did.”

“I had to gauge your reaction from a surprise
attack,” the mystic remarked as he jotted a few more notes in the
small book.

“Then why did you try to warn me?”

“Warn you, child? If I tried to warn you, it wouldn’t
be much of a surprise then would it?”

“That’s what I mean.”

“Can you tell me if you felt anything?” Morgan
asked.

Kile slowly looked up at the yellow mystic.

“You threw me...into...a bookshelf,” she said as
calmly as she could.

Morgan sighed. “I am referring to any other reaction,
beyond the physical.”

“Sorry, I was too preoccupied with the physical.”

- In coming, right side -

Kile turned just in time to see one of the small
items from the shelf flying towards her. She thought it might have
been a chess piece, possibly a bishop, but she wasn’t going to
inspect it as it was heading directly for her head. She dropped to
the ground and rolled to one side as she felt it brush past her
ear.

-Nice move, eight-o-clock high-

She didn’t look this time; she just grabbed one of
the volumes that had fallen from the shelf and turn, holding it up
in front of her like a shield as the small projectile shattered on
impact.

-Six-o-clock low-

Kile spun with the book waist high as she knocked
another chess piece aside before it hit her.

-Three-o-clock high-

Kile turned again, holding the book high and was
struck hard in the back of the head.

“Ow!” she cried as she dropped the book, “That was
nine-o-clock”

-Sorry-

“What? It’s nowhere near nine-o-clock,” Morgan
replied, looking over at the clock that hung crooked on the
wall.

“Well, it wasn’t three-o-clock,” Kile said, rubbing
the back of her head. She knew she wasn’t going to like these
tests.

“What are you talking about, child? Surely I didn’t
hit you that hard?”

“Hard enough,” she mumbled. “What was the point of
all that? To test my reflexes, to see how fast I can dodge chess
pieces?”

“As I have explained, I must gauge your reactions
from a series of non-lethal attacks.”

“I’m no so sure about that last one.”

“You are still alive, aren’t you? There for it was a
non-lethal attack. Now, did you feel anything?” he asked, picking
up the small book once again.

Kile just looked at him, still rubbing the back of
her head.

“Beyond the physical,” Morgan sighed.

She was getting tired of his sighs.

“I don’t think we’re gong to get beyond the physical,
sir.”

“Well, as a matter of fact, the tests have indicated
a rather curious pattern.”

“And what would that be?”

“You either have the ability to predict the future,
or some form of telepathy, of course normally that would indicate a
very strong influence within the wind or the water spheres. And
clearly you have shown no such influence from previous test. It’s
very curious.”

“I don’t think I can predict the future,” Kile
replied, although that would be kind of cool. To know what was
going to happen before it happened would be a very useful Edge. She
wouldn’t have to worry so much about Eric, she just wouldn’t be
where he was going to be to harass her, or something like that.

“Clearly you were able to dodge attacks from multiple
directions as if you knew ahead of time where they were coming
from,” Morgan replied, still scribbling a few notes in the small
book as he began to stroke his chin in that mystic thinking
fashion. Kile was definitely missing something here.

“Well...that’s because you told me.”

“Told you? Told you what? What are you talking about,
child?”

“You told me where each object was coming from as you
threw it at me. Well...all except for that last one.”

“I never told you any such thing,” Morgan replied.
The look on his face turned from contemplation to confusion.

“Of course you did, you told me six-o-clock,
eight-o-clock high, each one, just as you were throwing
them...or...making them fly or whatever it was that you were doing
to them.”

“A Simple earth skill, but that doesn’t help explain
how you knew what I was doing. Even if you were able to watch me,
you wouldn’t have known the hand movements of the skill.”

“The what?”

“Certain high energy skills, especially those of the
earth sphere, require the use of hand movements. Only if you were
able to read the hand movements would you have been able to know
where the objects were coming from.”

“But I never saw you, I heard you. You told me which
direction they were coming from.”

“I told you no such thing, child.”

“Then, if you didn’t...who did?”

“We’re the only ones here,” Morgan assured her.

That was when Kile realized that Morgan was wrong.
They weren’t the only ones in the room. She slowly looked up to
where the crow was staring back at her with is beady little black
eyes.

“Sir...do yarrows talk?”

“Certainly not,” Morgan scoffed, as if the sheer
notion of such an act was so beyond the boundaries of reality that
to even think it, was preposterous.

“What about...crows? Do crows talk?”

“Perhaps you should sit down, child. Maybe that last
shot was harder than I had previously thought.”

Crows don’t talk and yarrows don’t talk, but she
heard something. Maybe it’s not that they can’t talk, maybe it’s
just that nobody ever listened to them.

- Finally -

Kile looked up at the crow that was pacing back and
forth over the top of the shelves staring at her.

“What do you mean?” she asked him.

- I mean it took you long enough -

“You knew?”

- I knew the minutes you walked through those doors.
You knew it as well, you just didn’t believe in yourself.-

“But why can’t anyone else hear you?”

- Every species communicates with a series of sounds.
The noises you make to Morgan are just that, noises. Dogs bark,
horses whinny, crows caw, to most vir these are but noises.-

“But I can understand you.”

- Vir are the only species that refuses to
communicate with anything other than themselves.-

“But is it possible? Why? How?”

- How and why, I don’t know, and it’s no use asking
him, he wouldn’t know either-

The crow said as it nodded its head towards the
mystic who was watching Kile with great concern. Clearly he thought
she had gone completely around the bend.

“Is it common?”

-What, vir communicating with the natural world? Not
that I’m aware of. I have never seen it within my lifetime, and I
was raised in the tower.-

“Then can you answer me this: why can I carry on a
conversation with you, but when I spoke...well, actually I didn’t
speak with the yarrow…”

- Why was his communication so much more...primitive
than mine? -

“I guess that’s what I want to ask.”

- As I have already told you, I was raised by the
mystics in the tower. I have been in contact with them from the day
I hatched from my egg. I doubt if you were to speak with any other
crow, that you would find them as articulate or as intelligent as
myself. -

“I’m sorry, I haven’t even asked you your name.”

- It’s nice to see that you do have manners, unlike
most vir that I have the displeasure of associating with. My name
is Kaza.-

“Are you quite finished?” Morgan asked in a calm, but
rather patronizing, voice.

“Sorry?”

“I don’t know what game you trying to play, child,
but if, for the slightest moment, you think that you can get out of
the rest of these test by making believe you are speaking
with...that crow, you are sadly mistaken. You must take your
studies of the mystic arts seriously. If you can not hone your Edge
by the time you graduate, then I will have no other choice but to
recommend that you be passed over for certification.”

“But sir, Kaza was only trying to explain…”

“Kaza? Who’s Kaza?”

“Your crow, sir.”

“The crow’s name is Nullus.”

Kile looked back up at Kaza, or Nullus, or whatever
the crow’s name was. She had just spoken to it, hadn’t she? But
shouldn’t Morgan know the name of his own bird.

“It is clear to me that you have no desire to explore
your Edge and are simply wasting my time.”

- His favorite drink is rosemary tea.-

Kile looked at the crow to make sure she heard him
right, and the crow nodded towards the old mystic.

“Your favorite drink...is rosemary tea.”

Morgan turned to look at Kile, then up at the
crow.

“That doesn’t prove anything,” he said, but she
wasn’t sure if his statement was directed at her, or at the crow.
“You would have been able to smell the rosemary brewing, or...seen
me drinking it. There is any number of ways you could have figured
that out.”

“But I wouldn’t know you add a shot of rum to it,”
Kile replied.

“What? That’s outrageous,” Morgan stammered. “To
imply the fact that I would indulge in such spirits...it’s…it’s
unheard of.”

“What about the time you got drunk with Archie
Black...and tried to play a prank on Willy Teel...but ended up
setting fire to the queen’s...”

“That’s enough of that,” Morgan shouted, waving his
hands at the crow to silence it. The black bird flew from its perch
on the shelf, staying just out of reach of the mystics grasp.

“Believe me now?” Kile asked.

“What did he tell you?”

“Actually, he never finished,” Kile assured the
exasperated mystic as he took his seat by the flickering ball of
fire.

“Only three people knew what happened that
night...well...four, if you count the queen.”

“You’re...not in trouble with the Royal Family...are
you?”

“Of course not, the queen may her soul rest, never
found out who actually did it,” Morgan replied, looking a little
nervous. “And anyway, that was a long time ago. I was younger then,
and besides, it’s not very important at the moment.”

“Kaza did talk to me,” Kile said, taking her seat
opposite the mystic.

“His name is Nullus,” the mystic replied, but he
wasn’t as convinced as he had been earlier.

“That’s what you call him, that’s not his name.”

Morgan looked up at Kaza, then down at Kile.

“If what you’re saying is true, then you truly are
a...miscellaneous. I am not aware of any mystic, let alone a
Hunter, that can communicate with other species.”

“Why now? I could never do this before.”

“It is such a rare ability, I just don’t know. There
could be any number of reasons. Your age, for one. At the age of
fourteen your body goes through changes, so this could be a
manifestation of those changes.”

Kaza flew down from the safety of the high shelve to
land on the back of Kile’s chair.

- It could be that you are only now listening; only
now believing in yourself-

“What did he say?” Morgan asked.

“He said it could be because I believe in myself,”
Kile repeated, although she figured it should be more than just
that. But at least the mystic acknowledged the fact that she was
speaking with the bird, or the bird was speaking to her.

“That is also a possibility. Sometimes through doubt
we can hamper, or completely block, our abilities. Remove those
doubts and there is no telling how far your skills can take
you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve only scratched the surface of your Edge,”
Morgan replied with a grin. “There’s no telling what you can do
with it.”

- He’s only happy because he has a riddle to
solve-

Kaza replied as he took off from Kile’s chair and
returned to his perch on the shelf. How much further could
communicating with a crow, or a yarrow for that matter, go?

Kile sat in the dinning hall, staring down at her
meal, but mainly at the mystery meat that was floating in the gray
gravy. It kind of changed her entire perspective on things. What if
she was able to speak with the cow or pig, actually it could even
be lamb, on her plate? Regardless of what it was, what if she had
spoken to it before it became what it is now? It was kind of like
eating a steak of Daniel, or a roast leg of Carter, or and Alex pot
pie. The thought of it made her nauseous as she pushed the tray
away.

“What’s wrong, not hungry?” Alex asked.

Kile hadn’t told them what she had learned from the
mystic, what she had learned about her Edge. It wasn’t that she
wanted to keep it a secret, it was just too weird to explain and
she really didn’t understand it herself. She definitely couldn’t
tell Alex. The boy meant well, but couldn’t keep a secret to save
his life. As for Carter, he already looked at her like she has two
heads. Daniel was the only one she could confide in, but would he
even understand?

“If you’re not going to eat it, I’ll have it,” Carter
said as he stabbed the unknown meat with his fork and plopped it
onto his own tray with the gravy trailing behind like gray blood.
She knew she was being ridiculous, but she still had to avert her
eyes. She used to love a good steak; now all she could think about
was the poor animal’s name, if it even had one.

“Help yourself,” she said, which was actually
pointless at the time since he was already half finished with
it.

“You alright, Kile?” Daniel asked.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” was her less than enthusiastic
reply as she took the broccoli from his tray. That was one good
thing, she couldn’t communicate with plants. If that ever happened,
she wouldn’t know what to do.

“I can’t wait until the spring. This academic stuff
is for the birds,” Carter remarked.

Yes, the bird was pretty smart, Kile thought.

“Winter just started. How can you possibly be
thinking about spring already?” Daniel asked.

“All I’m saying is that all this studying is boring.
I want something practical, I want something that I can get my
hands on, like the hilt of a sword.”

“You think they’ll let us use swords?” Alex
asked.

Didn’t Leon mention something about swordfish? Could
she talk to a fish? How would you communicate with a fish? Would
she have to be underwater to do it?

“Of course they will. Swords are the Hunter’s weapon
of choice.”

“Yeah, but I doubt we’ll start out using swords,”
Daniel interjected. “We’ll probably start out with something
easier, like the quarterstaff.”

“Oh please, staffs are for girls...I
mean...kids.”

Kids? Could she have spoken to the goats back home?
Maybe they were trying to talk to her all these years, but she just
didn’t listen.

“Nice save,” Alex remarked, rolling his eyes.

“Doesn’t matter, I don’t think she heard,” Daniel
replied.

“I don’t think she’s here,” Carter added.

Hares? They were like large rabbits, weren’t they?
Could she communicate with rabbits? What would a rabbit have to say
anyhow? If she was back on the farm, she might have been able to
convince the rabbits to stay out of the vegetable patch.

“Hey, Kile, you okay?” Daniel asked, poking her in
the side.

“What...what about rabbits?” she asked.

“Rabbits? Who’s talking about rabbits? We were
talking about swords. Oh well, it doesn’t matter anyway. I have an
appointment with Morgan,” Carter said as he got up from the
bench.

“What? Now?” Daniel asked. “Don’t you have gallery
duties?”

“Got out of it, didn’t I?” Carter grinned. “Besides,
what are you balking about? You have it easy, working in the halls
of healing.”

“Hey, they know talent when they see it,” Daniel
laughed.

“Really funny, I’ll see you guys latter, then,”
Carter said, and then looked over at Kile. “When she gets back,
tell her I said bye.”

“Will do.”

“I got to get the serving plates back to the kitchen
before the cook balls me out again,” Alex added as he also got up
to leave. “You still there, Kile girl?”

“What did he just call me?” Kile asked without
looking up.

“Yeah, she’s still here, and I think you better not
be,” Carter replied.

“Kile girl?” Kile repeated as she slowly got up from
her seat.

“You heard that one didn’t you?” Daniel laughed.
“Come on, I’ll help you clean the hall.”

 


Kile sat on her stool, knife in hands as she picked
another potato from the pile. She was getting tired of peeling
potatoes, and she kept asking herself was it really worth the
satisfaction of throwing that potato at Eric, and the answer always
came back as yes, but next time she would have to be more careful
as to who was around her, or behind her.

“Vesper, you here?” she called out as she dropped the
peeled potato in the bucket and took another off the pile. No
sooner had she spoken the words than the familiar white shape moved
away from the shadows.

“There you are,” she said as she sliced off a piece
of the potato and held it out to him. Vesper knew no fear as he
came up to her and took it from her hand.

“Where have you been?” she asked, although she really
wasn’t expecting an answer, she got one anyway.

-Here-

It wasn’t so much a voice with Vesper as it was with
Kaza, it was more of a notion, a feeling. She didn’t so much as
hear what he said as she felt it. Her conversations with Kaza were
much more intellectual, her conversations with Vesper were more
instinctual.

“So, you live here...in the kitchen?”

-Here...sometimes we here-

“We? How many are there?”

He didn’t really answer her directly, instead she had
this sensation of many yarrows, many, many yarrows. She could not
imagine that there were as many as Vesper indicated, but then in
his mind, maybe there were.

“So you all live around...here.”

- Here, there -

And the images that followed were of yarrows in
buildings, underground, in the wild, all over the city of
Azintar.

“Where are they all? You’re the only one that I’ve
seen so far.”

-Yarrow hide -

“Hide, from whom...from me?”

-From all...men scare yarrow...yarrow hide from
men.-

“Why aren’t you hiding?”

-You not like men -

From the words that she heard and the visions that
she saw, although she actually didn’t see or hear anything as it
all played out in her head, she was able to figure out what Vesper
meant. At first she had misinterpreted his words, when he said she
was not like a man, she had thought that meant that it was because
she was a girl, but that wasn’t the case. In Vesper’s world, he
didn’t distinguish between men and women. To him everyone was a man
or sometimes he used the word ‘vir’, and Kaza had used the word as
well, although she wasn’t sure what it meant. So if it wasn’t
because she was a girl, then it was because she was different from
everyone else. It was just like the crow said; he had known when he
first saw her, just like Vesper knew now.

“So, will other yarrows come to see me?” she
asked.

-maybe...they not sure.-

“So they’re still a little scared of me,” she
reasoned, which in many ways wasn’t all that bad. The last thing
she needed was to be followed around by a few thousand yarrows.

“You’re not scared of me.”

- Vesper like you -

“Okay, for that I’m bringing you something better
than a potato tomorrow.”

“You’re talking to yourself again,” Alex announced as
he walked into the room carrying a knife in one hand and a stool in
the other.

Kile looked to Alex, and then back to where the
yarrow was sitting, but Vesper was long gone. She wondered if she
could coax him out of hiding, but then thought better of it.

“You were supposed to wait for me in the hall,” Alex
said as he set the stool down. “I was only going back to change my
pants.”

“Who was the one that spilled gravy down themselves
in the first place?” Kile said with a shrug.

“Who was the one that threatened to brain me with a
serving tray?”

“Who was the one that called me ‘Kile girl’
twice?”

“Okay, you win,” Alex surrendered

“To tell you the truth, I figured once you got back
to the warmth of the barracks you’d want to stay inside. I wouldn’t
blame you if you did, but I am glad you came back.”

“Yeah, and he brought reinforcements.”

Kile spun on her stool to see Daniel walking in,
carrying a chair that he dropped beside the pile of potatoes.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Well, it’s not like we have anything else to do,”
Daniel replied.

“And it’s just as cold in here as it is back in the
cells,” Carter added as he dropped his own chair.

“Light hands make much work,” Alex exclaimed, and
then thought better of it. “That’s not right is it?”

“Its many hands make light work,” Daniel
corrected.

“Whatever it is, the sooner we get this done, the
sooner we can get back to the cold of our cells,” Carter added as
he grabbed one of the potatoes and quickly started to whittle the
peel away. Kile was impressed on how fast the boy could work and
started to pick up the pace so as not to be outdone.

“I really want to thank you guys,” she said.

“Don’t, Carter doesn’t like the mushy stuff. You
start thanking us and he’s apt to leave.”

“Shut up, squirt.”

“By the end of the night you’re going to wish we
never came,” Daniel laughed.

“Carter’s throwing potatoes,” Alex yelled.

“You want the entire compound in here?” Carter
snapped back.

“Yeah, then we’d really get this done quickly.”

“I see what you mean,” Kile whispered to Daniel.

“Hey guys, you want to see a trick?” Alex announced
as he set his knife down and got up from his stool.

“Not particularly,” Carter mumbled.

“Sure you do, watch this.”

The small boy closed his eyes and held out his hands.
Kile had seen him do this before when he showed her the street that
his father’s store was on back in Procton, but this time the area
of the illusion was greater. This time it wasn’t a street. It was a
person, and not just any person, it was a greasy-haired boy that
they all knew too well.

“Oh for crying out loud Alex, Get him out of here,”
Daniel replied as a full size, although slightly shorter, version
of Eric appeared in the room with them.

Again, Kile was impressed with Alex’s illusions.
Although the specter of Eric that appeared before them wasn’t an
exact copy, it would have fooled anyone at a distance. A closer
look would have revealed the nose as being slightly off and of
course the height, but there was no mistaking who it was.

“Can you make him do anything?” Carter asked.

“How about this?” Alex replied, his voice sounded a
little strained as he began to move his fingers, and like a
puppeteer with a marionette on invisible strings, Eric the specter
began to dance.

“Oh, this is just too creepy,” Daniel said as he
turned around on his stool to face the wall.

Eric the specter finished his macabre little
performance, and then disappeared without a trace.

“Is he gone?” Daniel asked as he slowly turned
around.

“Yeah, he’s gone,” Carter laughed.

“Couldn’t you think of someone else to play
with?”

“I could always try doing one of Kile.”

“You do that and the potatoes aren’t the only thing
that will be peeled in here,” Kile replied.

“Gotcha,” Alex said as he quickly took his seat.

“How long did it take you to come up with that one?”
Daniel asked.

“Not nearly as long as it used to. I think I’m
getting the hang of it.”

“At least this one could move,” Carter remarked under
his breath, loud enough for Alex to hear.

“Better than anything you could create.”

“I’ve kind of moved away from illusions.”

“What do you mean? I thought that was going to be
your Edge too.”

“Not anymore. I found I could do something a lot
better.”

“Oh yeah? Show us,” Alex demanded.

“Yeah, like I’d show you,” Carter replied.

“Why not? You’ve seen what I can do.”

“Yeah, and if I show you what I can do, by tomorrow
afternoon everyone within this compound, the city of Azintar and
half the province will know. I think I’ll keep my Edge to myself
for now...if you don’t mind.”

“Spoil sport,” Alex grumbled. “What about you
Kile?”

“What about me?” she asked cautiously.

“Don’t you want to show off your Edge?”

“Sorry Alex, I’m with Carter on this one. I think
I’ll keep my Edge to myself for the time being.”

“Fine, be that way, I don’t care,” Alex said, but
there was no malice in his voice as he pouted.

“Don’t worry about him,” Daniel assured her. “He
always does this.”

“What do I always do?”

“Try to make people feel guilty.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yeah you do,” Carter added. “Just because you’re
small and pathetic you think people should feel sorry for you.”

A statement which was answered by a flying piece of
potato.

“How long have you guys known each other?” Kile
asked.

She never had any close friends growing up. It wasn’t
for lack of trying, there just weren’t any opportunities. No one
ever came to the farm and she was seldom allowed to leave. The only
friends she had belonged to her brother, if you could call them
friends, and she knew they only tolerated her for his sake. If it
weren’t for him they wouldn’t have had anything to do with her.

“Believe it or not, those two are actually related,”
Daniel replied.

“Don’t remind me,” Carter groaned.

“How?”

“They’re cousins. Carter’s mother was Alex’s mother’s
sister. I met Alex just after his mother passed away. We were what,
six? Seven?”

“Seven,” Alex replied in no uncertain terms, but Kile
figured he would know the exact day he lost his mother.

“I met Carter not too long after that.”

“Yeah, he’s the reason why we’re all here,” Alex
added.

“I didn’t force you to try out for the Academy,”
Carter replied. “I would have been quite happy if you had stayed
home.”

“Oh, so you could be alone here with Kile,” Alex
teased, which resulted in a red faced Carter launching another
slice of potato across the room.

“Actually, it’s not that far from the truth.”

“You too, Danny?”

“No, not that,” Daniel laughed as he waved Carter
off. “The fact that we’re all here.”

“I don’t get it,” Kile said, hoping to steer the
conversation, or the teasing, away from her being alone with any of
them.

“Carter always talked about wanting to be a Hunter
for as long as I’ve known him. When Quigley heard, he figured it
would be a great way for me to hone my healing skills, not that the
mystic tower had any interest in me. He talked to my parents and
they thought it was a great idea. When Alex’s father heard about
the two of us, going to take the exam, he suggested Alex take it as
well.”

“Thought it would toughen him up,” Carter added.

“I’m tough enough as it is,” Alex replied as he
pulled back his shoulders and threw out his chest.

“As tough as a dandelion.”

“Hey, you ever try to pick a dandelion? They’re tough
little suckers.”

“As you can see, we all managed to get in.”

“Yeah, they must have lowered the bar.”

Kile knew that Carter’s last remark was a jab at
Alex, but she couldn’t help thinking that it also applied to her.
She would hate to believe that it was true.

Daniel continued to tell stories of the three of them
growing up in Procton. Kile listened with envy. They tried to get
her to talk more about Riverport, but she would always steer the
conversation back to Procton. What she did tell them about her
childhood was vague at best and soon they no longer tried to pursue
the issue. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of Riverport, she liked
her home town for what it was worth, but the stories of her growing
up, or the ones she remembered the best, were also the ones she
wanted to forget.

It didn’t take long before the large pile of potatoes
dwindled down to a mere handful, and with the last of the potatoes
in the pots, ready to greet the cooks in the morning, Kile and the
boys cleaned up and headed back to their cells. A new blanket of
snow had covered the compound, creating an almost magical world,
but in many ways it was just covering the reality. Procton was the
snow, Riverport was the reality. She couldn’t forget where she came
from, but it shouldn’t stop her from getting to where she wanted to
go.
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Two months had past and the winter weather was just
getting worse. Kile forged her way through the snow to Morgan’s
tower. It would be the first time she had seen him since learning
of her abilities and she was starting to wonder if he was avoiding
her. That was until she received word from Kaza that she had an
appointment with him. Apparently he had been out of the Academy for
a couple of weeks and had only just returned.

The crow had landed on her windowsill earlier that
morning, knocking on the shutters to get her attention. She was
already awake, sitting in bed, wrapped in her blankets and reading
the last chapters of the book she had borrowed from Master Adams.
The normal routine had been put on hold for the last couple of
days. The entire schedule had been thrown for a loop because of the
snow storm. Her recent assessment of nothing altering the normal
course of the Academy was sorely overrated. They just needed more
snow.

Needless to say, Kaza was not very amused at being
used as a messenger pigeon as the snow covered crow hopped into her
room and began to complain to the only person that would and could
understand him. Kile wondered if Kaza was always this way, or if he
was only this way because now he had someone who could listen to
him rant.

She reached the great hall and knocked the snow from
her boots as she took a break. There weren’t any classes today, so
the great hall was empty since most of the cadets were trying to
keep warm in the dinning hall. It was the only building at the
Academy that was large enough to house everyone, both staff and
students. It was also the easiest to heat, now that they fired up
the coal heaters. Kile was not one for crowds and decided to
weather it out in her own cell, although if it got any colder than
it had last night, she might have to swallow her pride and stake
out a claim in the dinning hall.

The gallery of the great hall seemed so much larger
now that it was empty and Kile regretted not grabbing the key to
the small side room. She had not looked upon the paintings since
the day Mathew showed them to her. That seemed so long ago now.

-What’s keeping you? -

“What's your rush?” she asked as she moved slowly
around the room, gazing once again at the over exaggerated pictures
of past Hunters. She recognized some of them now, after reading the
history books, but their portraits didn’t really do them justice,
or maybe it was just the opposite.

Kaza came down from his perch and landed on the top
of her hat.

“Do you know any of these?” she asked him.

-Why would I know them?-

“Because you seem so knowledgeable,” she said, hoping
a little flattery would get the bird out of its foul mood.

-My knowledge does not extend to the history of the
Academy-

“I know him,” she said, pointing to one of the
displays. “According to the book, he fought the great water serpent
that terrorized the eastern seacoast. Unfortunately, he didn’t fare
too well against the Drake of the flat lands.”

-Why was that?-

“It probably had something to do with his Edge being
influenced by the sphere of water and the dragon breathing
fire.”

-It’s never a good idea to work outside your comfort
zone.-

“This guy tamed the Dragon of Silmark single
handily.”

-Impossible, no one can tame a dragon, well,
actually, no man can tame a dragon. What was his name?-

“Jamuson Flint. He was supposedly knighted for it, so
I guess that would make him, Sir Jamison Flint, Certified Level One
Hunter.”

-Never happened.-

“That’s what the history book said.”

-Just because a history book said it happened,
doesn’t mean it actually did happen. I’m sure you’ve heard the old
saying, “history is written by the victors”.-

Kile had heard the saying enough times before, and
had kept it in mind as she read through the Hunter’s history, but
if nothing was accurate, then what was the point of writing it
down? Some of it, if even a little, had to be true to some degree.
She looked over the artifacts that sat on display within a small
glass case under the portrait of Flint. A long knife, two small
stones, a pocket watch, and a compass were neatly arranged, but
nothing was labeled, so nothing was identifiable as to what they
are, other than what they were.

“You said no man could tame a dragon, does that mean
a woman could?” she asked as thoughts of flying through the air on
the back of a dragon filled her head.

-What I should have said is no vir could tame a
dragon-

“I’ve heard that word before. What is a vir?”

-To put it simply, you.-

“I don’t understand.”

-You, your race, your people, you are known as the
vir.-

“We are the vir. I’ve never heard anyone call us that
before,” Kile confessed.

-It’s not surprising, there were many races on the
face of Dalval at one time, but it goes back to what I said
earlier. The victors write the history. There’s no one left to call
you the vir anymore except for those of the natural realm, and the
vir don’t listen to them anyhow.-

“The vir. So none of our people, the vir, could tame
a dragon, then who could?”

-It was said that the alverie could tame dragons,
although whether there was any truth in that is up to debate.-

“Alverie?”

- The alverie were the first people, before the
coming of the vir.-

“Do you know much of the… alverie?”

-A bit, I have been present at many gatherings of the
croceus, where there has been discussion about the alverie and
their supposed whereabouts.-

“The croceus?”

-Child you must keep on track if you want me to
explain anything.-

“Yeah, but you keep throwing all these words at me
that I’ve never heard before, how am I supposed to understand what
you’re talking about?”

Kile could feel the crow impatiently tapping on her
head.

“Okay, okay, tell me… about the alverie.”

-Fine, from what I have learned, there were two races
or clans. They were known as the Lys-alverie, or the sun walkers in
the Royal tongue, and the Morke-alverie, otherwise known as the
star or moon walkers. They’ve lived in this area, what is now the
Kingdom of Aru, long before the vir arrived. They welcomed the
coming of the vir, helped them get settled, and they even worked
together to drive off the uhyre. But, as all things go, the vir and
the alverie learned that their different philosophies didn’t mix
and eventually the alverie left Aru. Now, we mustn’t keep Morgan
waiting.-

“Was it better here before the vir arrived?”

-Child, I am a bird, not at an oracle, I wasn’t
around back then. How would I know?-

“Sorry,” Kile said as she headed for the back door.
“What are the…”

-Not another question.-

“I was just going to ask about the croceus.”

-Why am I not surprised?-

The crow sighed, if crows could sigh, that is.

- Morgan is a member of the croceus; they are a
foolish bunch of mystics who are influenced by more than two
spheres and quite a bit of alcohol. They have a lot of time on
their hands and they dabbled in just about every subject in a vain
attempt to link everything together under one unifying theory,
though, for the life of me, I can’t understand why.-

“It sounds… pointless.”

-It is, but that is why you are important to
him.-

“Me?”

-You do not fit the mold, you are outside the norm,
and therefore could either destroy everything that they have spent
so many years putting together, or provide a missing piece to their
puzzle.-

“Am I… that much of a problem? Should I be
worried?”

-Believe me, child, they would be happy either way it
turns out. They live for the search, not the solution.-

The moment the back doors opened, Kaza took off from
Kile’s hat and made a direct line towards Morgan’s tower. She
wasn’t sure if Kaza was eager to get into the warmth or away from
her questions, either way she was left to battle the snow alone.
When she finally did get to the tower, she didn’t bother knocking;
she just pushed the door open and stumbled in.

“It’s about time you got here,” Morgan replied from
inside. “I was afraid you’d fail the test.”

The heat was intense, more so than she remembered,
but it was nice to finally get warm. She took off her hat and
cloak, shook off the snow, hung them on the wall and walked into
the main room. Morgan was sitting in his overstuffed wingback
chair, sipping a cup of what she now knew to be rosemary tea laced
with rum. He indicated for her to take the other seat.

“What test was that, sir?” she asked as she fell into
the chair.

“I simply instructed Nullus to fetch you, if he could
truly understand the common tongue and you could understand him,
then you would receive the message. As you took so long, I wasn’t
sure if it was Nullus who couldn’t understand, or you.”

“Sorry sir, it was my fault, we stopped at the great
hall to talk,” she said, and then realized how odd a statement that
was under the circumstances.

“Did you now? And what did you talk about?”

“Just… stuff, a lot of things actually, things about
the Hunters, the alverie, the vir, even about the croceus.”

“You know about the croceus?” Morgan asked, raising
an eyebrow, “What do you know of the croceus?”

“Not much, sir,” she replied cautiously. Was she
supposed to know anything about it?

“Come now, what did Nullus tell you.”

“He said the croceus was a group of wise mystics who
were trying to find the unifying theory that links everything
together.”

“Did he now?” Morgan grinned.

-I said no such thing, wise indeed.-

Protested a rather irate bird from his perch on top
the bookshelves.

“The reason that I wanted to see you was to show you
this,” Morgan said as he set a large and dusty book on a table,
that wasn’t there. We’re not really going through this again are
we? Kile wondered as she looked under the book that was now
suspended in mid air. She had hoped she left all that freaky stuff
about invisible furniture back in the Mystic’s tower. Carefully
taking the book, she opened it up to a random page, but knew what
she would find before she even looked. The pages were all hand
written in a very bold print, but the writing was unreadable. She
looked over at Morgan, who appeared to be waiting for her to say
something.

“What does it say, sir?”

“Oh… I’m sorry,” he said as he reached over and took
the book from her. Did he really think she could read something
like that? She couldn’t even make out the characters, let alone the
words.

“I sometimes forget,” he said as he closed the book
and set it back on the table that wasn’t there. “I found it in the
library, some years ago, but I hadn’t given it much thought, until
now. It was one of the reasons that I returned to the tower.”

“One of the reasons, sir?”

“That’s not important just now,” Morgan said, waving
it off, but Kile got the feeling that it was very important, just
not something for her to know about. “The book tells of an… alva
with certain gifts.”

“An alva, sir?”

“Yes, an alva, of course Nullus told you all about
the alverian race,” Morgan said as he gave the bird a curious look.
Kaza just ruffled his feathers and turned his back to the old
mystic. It was a good thing those two couldn’t communicate, Kile
thought, otherwise there would be a never ending argument.

“Not all that much, sir.”

“Well, this particular… alva was of the sun
walkers.”

“The Lys-alverie?”

Morgan gave Kaza another look.

“Really, sir, it wasn’t all that much,” she replied,
although it was kind of hard to keep from grinning. Kile realized
that Morgan was looking at the crow, which he kept as a pet, in a
whole new light. The old mystic would now have to be more careful
of what he said around Kaza, or any animal for that matter, and it
was making him a tad bit uncomfortable.

“Regardless,” the mystic finally said, as he turned
his gaze back to Kile. “This alva was documented to have had a
unique ability to communicate with nature. It is said she could…
speak with the animals.”

“Who was she sir? What was her name?” Kile asked
eagerly.

“I’m afraid it doesn’t give much personal
information. It’s more about her abilities.”

“Sorry sir,” Kile apologized as she slumped back in
her chair.

“I do understand,” Morgan replied softly. “But I tend
to forget.”

“Sir?”

“You’re going through a lot, Kile. You feel like you
don’t fit in at home, you couldn’t fit in at the tower, and now you
don’t even fit in at the Academy. You’re striving to make a
connection with something, anything, even if it is across the ages.
I’m not going to tell you that things will get easier from this
moment on, they won’t. In fact, I fear that things in general are
going to get a lot worse, but what you have to concentrate on, is
the here and now. You have a gift that no other Hunter has ever had
before you. You can let it control you, or you can control it, it’s
your choice.”

“I want to control it.”

“Very well,” Morgan smiled. “There are several…
abilities that were stated in the text that I think merit testing,
to see how similar your gifts are with that of the Alva.”

“So, what are they?” she asked.

“Well, let’s see,” Morgan said as he got to his feet,
taking the book with him. He set it on his desk and began to scan
through the pages. “Well, since we already know you can communicate
with certain animals, we’ll try this one,” he said tapping the
pages as he turned around. “Have you ever spoken with a plant?”

“Oh, wonderful,” Kile replied as she flopped back in
her chair.

 


They spent the next three hours attempting to
communicate with every plant that Morgan had in his possession,
from his beloved African violets to a Heartleaf Brunnera and even a
Hearty Dagger Leafed fern that hung in the corner. She even spent a
few minutes trying to converse with the rosemary, but never
received so much as a whisper in reply from any of them. It was
rather disappointing, since the Alva in the text was able to
receive messages through plants, some from miles away. The idea of
being able to hear what was happening back home by tuning in to a
corn stalk or listening to the carrots would have been an
interesting ability, but in some ways Kile was glad. If she was
able to speak with the vegetables, she would have a hard time
eating them, and then where would that leave her?

“Still nothing,” Morgan sighed as he took the plant
away. Kile felt like apologizing, but wasn’t sure what she was
apologizing for.

“I’m sorry,” she said anyway.

“It’s not you, child, you tried, you just can’t
communicate with plants. What you have might not be the same
ability as what is described in the text.”

-Of course it is the dead of winter, plants do
sleep.-

“There’s a scary thought,” Kile replied.

“What’s that?”

“Kaza just suggested that plants sleep in the
winter.”

“Well, that is a possibility; maybe we should try
this test again, sometime in the spring I think. Plants should be
active then. Is Nullus in agreement?”

“Yeah, but he really wishes you wouldn’t call him
Nullus.”

“I’ve been calling him Nullus ever since Black gave
him to me.”

“Yeah, but he says his name is Kaza.”

“Fine, I will call him Kaza from now on,” Morgan
promised as he flopped into his chair.

“I should probably get going,” Kile replied, although
the thought of making her way back to the dinning hall was not very
appealing.

“Won’t you stay for supper; it’s only stew, but its
better fare than what you’ll get in the hall.”

“Well… yeah, if you don’t mind.”

“Child, if I minded, would I have suggested it?”
Morgan replied as he rose from his overstuffed wingback chair and
reached into the sphere of fire. His hands and arms disappeared
into the flames and when he pulled them back out he was holding a
large black pot. He set it down on the table that still wasn’t
there and removed the lid. The room was instantly filled with the
aroma of stew and Kile realized she was a lot hungrier than she had
thought. He produced two bowls, from where she could not tell and
began to ladle out a serving in each one. He handed one to her and
then returned to the comfort of his chair.

The bowl was a lot hotter than she thought and she
had to set it down on the edge of the table that still wasn’t
there… of course she had to find the edge of the table first. A
year ago, this would have been incredibly out of the ordinary, now
she was starting to get used to it.

The stew was a mixture of vegetables and meat with a
few spices and herbs thrown in for taste. It was a bit strong on
rosemary, but she wasn’t all that surprised.

“It’s my mother’s recipe,” Morgan replied as if
reading her mind.

“Your mother?” she asked.

“I did have one you know,” Morgan said, raising an
eyebrow, “but not for long.”

“What happen?”

“The red illness took her, which was… I don’t know,
so many years ago, I think I was eight at the time. I grew up
pretty much on my own after that, until the mystics found me,” he
said, falling silent as he stared into the fire. It seemed everyone
had a hard life, Kile thought as she watched him.

“I never knew that the things I could do were… out of
the ordinary. My mother never told me. You see, we lived in a small
house just outside of town. My mother was a kind of healer back
then. I don’t think there were much of the mystic arts involved. I
think it was mostly just common sense. The town’s people, they
avoided us, though she conversed with the oni, but if they needed
help or someone was sick, they came running. She never turned them
away, of course, when she became ill, they never came. It was
almost three years later that the mystics arrived. When they saw
what I could do, they took me back to the tower, not that the
town’s people cared. I think they were quite happy to be rid of
me.”

“What town was that, sir?” Kile asked after a moment
of silence. Morgan looked up as if he had just realized she was
talking.

“You know, I don’t remember. Funny that,” he said as
he set his bowl down.

Subject changing time, Kile thought. “Sir, earlier
you mentioned something about things in general getting worse
before they get better. What did you mean by that?”

“Well,” he said as he stared at her. She had the
impression that he was separating facts, what he could tell her and
what he shouldn’t. “There have been a lot of skirmishes on the
western front lately. Nothing really major at the moment, but the
uhyre appears to be acting up, and there have been some rumors that
people have seen brunrik on the border along with the valrik, and
that the uhyre may actually be organizing.”

“But why now?”

“Who knows? It could have something to do with the
crowing of the new king, I suppose. I was never one to believe in
coincidences.”

“The new king?” Kile asked, she wasn’t even sure what
had happened to the old king, or who the old king even was.

“Of course,” Morgan replied, as if it was common
knowledge, and maybe it was but not to Kile. “Prince Waltair III
was crowned high king of Aru last year after the death of his
father, his Royal Highness King Jusen Waltair. It came as no
surprise, the king had been ill for some time.”

“But why would that cause a problem?”

“I’m sure Master Voreing has explained to you the
situation surrounding the current high king of Aru.”

Kile tried to think back on what Master Voreing had
taught them about the Royal Family, but it was very little. He
seemed to have skimmed over that subject, and when he had spoken of
the Royal Family it was usually rather brisk and to the point. She
had often thought that he had a personal grudge against them.

-Prince Roland wasn’t supposed to be the next high
king-

Kaza said from his perch high atop the shelf.

“What do you mean?” she asked the crow.

“You are not seriously going to take political
lessons from a bird,” Morgan said in an exasperated tone. “If you
must know, Prince Jonland was to be king, if it wasn’t for his
assassination.”

“Prince Jonland was assassinated?”

“Child, do you know nothing about the Royal Family?
Prince Jonland was six years Prince Roland’s senior and was to be
the high king of Aru upon their father’s passing and almost did
when the king was near death following an unfortunate hunting
injury. Jonland was in his late teens by then and took up the crown
in his father’s absence. There were a lot of people that did not
wish to see Jonland become king, they feared him.”

“Feared him? Why?”

“I could not say. That was just over twenty years
ago. It was soon after that that the young prince was
assassinated.”

“But why, who would assassinate the prince?”

“Who’s to say? The assassin was caught, the trail was
quick and he was taken away to Blackmoore, that’s all I know. If
you wish to know more, you should speak with Master Boraro. If I am
not mistaken, and usually I’m not, he was instrumental in bringing
in the assassin, and escorting him to Blackmoore after the
trial.”

All this information was new to Kile, she had to
admit that she wouldn’t have recognized the king if he came through
the front door right now with his entire court in tow, but to think
that Master Boraro, her least favorite instructor, had a hand in
something this great was even more newsworthy. She had often
thought the Weapons Master was nothing more than a simple Hunter,
but maybe this was the lot of a simple Hunter. Would she ever be
called upon by the Royal Family to great deeds that were
historically significant? Of course she was getting ahead of
herself, she would have to become a Hunter first.

“And you think that because Prince Roland is now high
king that the uhyre are causing trouble?” She couldn’t really draw
a connection between the high king and the uhyre clans, but it was
clear that Morgan could.

“If it is true, then I feel things could get much
worse,” Morgan replied.

“How much worse?” she asked.

“If what news we have received is true, there could
be a war brewing on the horizon.”

War, the word sent a shiver down Kile’s spine. Not
since the Mudd Wars has there been a real war in Aru since it was
established. It wasn’t that Aru was a kingdom of peace, there were
always skirmishes between provinces over land and mineral rights,
as well as minor conflicts with the Baala Empire, but war with the
uhyre was something entirely different.

“Sir, where is Grover’s Den?”

“Grover’s Den? It’s on the western border in the
province of Denal.”

That was where Tree was at this moment, or maybe he
was one of the Hunters that were sent to gather information. Either
way it placed her one step closer to the war by association.
Suddenly she felt very alone and very cold.

“Are you alright, Kile?” Morgan asked.

“Yes sir, just a chill,” she replied.

“Well, with those drafty dorm rooms I’m not
surprised,” he said as he got up from his seat and moved over to
the shelves. He began to sort through his curiosities before
finally coming up for air. “This should help,” he said, holding a
small metal box.

“What is it, sir?”

“Nothing at the moment,” he said as he handed to
her.

As Kile held the small box, visions of the final exam
at the mystic tower flashed in her head. She hoped she wasn’t
supposed to deliver this somewhere. Although the size of the box
was about the same, the composition was entirely different. Instead
of the intricate black ebony box that now sat on her chest of draws
back in the dorm room, this one was quite plain and made of a rough
metal.

“If you will open that for me,” Morgan said as he
rolled up the sleeves of his yellow robes.

Kile flipped the lid open and peeked inside. Sadly,
it was empty, no peppermint imp in there, not even a flustered
mystic.

Morgan reached into the floating sphere of fire and
pulled out a small handful of flame. He held it in one hand,
whispered something over it and then covered it with the other.
When his hands parted, the flame was floating in its own small
globe, a mini version of the fire that kept Morgan’s tower so warm.
He motioned for Kile to use the box.

She held the open box under the flame, lifted it up
gently until she caught it, and then closed the lid. The box was
surprisingly cold, in spite of the fire that now burned inside.

“There you go,” Morgan said as he rolled his sleeves
back down.

“There I go what?” she asked, still holding the
box.

“Your own portable heat sphere,” he said. “Just open
the box and let the little thing hover. I wouldn’t touch it if I
was you. Without the influence of fire, it would be… well… just
that, touching fire. It’s a combined spell of fire and wind, but
it’s quite effective.”

Kile looked at the large sphere of fire that hovered
in the middle of the mystic’s room, and then at the small box she
held in her hand. If it gave off a fraction of the heat that
Morgan’s did, it would easily heat her cell, and then some.

“Thank you… but… can I really take this?” she
asked.

“Well of course you can,” Morgan said dismissively,
and Kile didn’t dare ask him again for fear of him changing his
mind.

“Then I better go, sir,” she said and slipped the box
into her tunic.

“I will study the text further and devise a few more
tests for you to take. I’ll send Nullus… I mean Kaza, to fetch you
when I have something.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said as she walked into the
foyer. She pulled her cloak over her head and put on her hat before
taking a deep breath and stepping back out into the cold evening
air.

The rest of the cadets would be heading towards the
dinning hall, those that weren’t already there, so she decided to
avoid it all together. She touched the small metal box through her
tunic to assure herself that it was real. If this worked as well as
she hoped, she could wait out the entire winter in her own room,
she wouldn’t have to share the dining hall with the other cadets.
All she had to do was make one final stop before getting back to
her cell.

The kitchen staff was in full swing as they prepared
for the evening meal and acknowledged her with a simple nod of the
head or a quick greeting as they went about their work.

“What, more kitchen duty?” Big Joe laughed when he
saw her standing in the doorway.

“Not today, sir,” Kile assured him. “Do you mind?”
she asked, pointing to the back room. Joe just waved her on. She
had been trying to find Vesper for the last two months and she had
returned to the back room as often as she could. It was the first
place she had found the yarrow and it was the last place she had
seen him. At first she had to make up an excuse to give the cook
for snooping around the kitchen, but it got to a point where they
no longer asked and she couldn’t really come up with anything
believable anyway.

She moved through the main kitchen, trying to keep
out of the way as she ducked into the back room. The place was
still stocked with potatoes, but at least she wasn’t the one who
had to peel them, that was left to the cooking staff, but at the
moment the room was empty.

“Vesper?” she called out as loud as she dared, but
there was no reply, and she was starting to get worried. With the
boys helping her peel the potatoes, the yarrow wouldn’t dare show
himself. For a while she could feel his presence in the room,
watching her from the shadows, and she had always made it a point
to toss a stray piece of potato in his general direction, but that
was the extent of the contact. After a while she began to notice
his absence, he just never came back. She had visited the back room
when she could, to see if he had returned, but so far she had
little luck.

“Vesper?” she called again, holding out a piece of
apple she had saved for him. She crept around the floor, looking
into the dark corners for any sign of movement. She knew he wasn’t
around, she couldn’t feel him, but then she could be wrong.

“Have you lost something, dear?” One of the
assistance asked as she poked her head into the room given her
quite a start.

“Yes, madam, I guess I have,” Kile replied.

“Do you need help finding it?” she asked as she
stepped into the frame of the door, wiping her hands on her
apron.

Yeah, can you come down here and help me find a small
white rodent that answers to the name of Vesper. That probably
wouldn’t go over very well.

“No, thank you anyway,” Kile replied.

The assistant looked at Kile and smiled politely as
she backed out of the room. It was the look that one gave a crazy
person crawling around on the floor holding a piece fruit. Kile
threw the apple at the far corner and sat with her back against the
wall. Where could he be? He had shown her dozens of places through
the compound as well as the city where yarrow like to hide. Could
Vesper be in one of those places?

She closed her eyes and thought of the yarrow as loud
and as hard as she could. When she opened her eyes, there was still
no sign of him.

“Vesper?” she called one last time, and then thought
better of it as half the cooking staff came to look in on her.

“What is the matter child?” Joe Spece asked.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to bother anybody,” she said as
she got up from the floor. “Just… forget I was here.”

She pushed past them and back out into the snow.

Kile made her way across the compound to the silence
of the dorms. The place was nearly vacant now with the supper shift
in full swing, although a few of the cadets would return for the
night, most of them would stay within the warmth of the dinning
hall. She was just glad she no longer had to clean it. She moved
down the hall to her own cell and closed herself inside. As much as
she hated to admit it, Tree was right, the small cell had become
her sanctuary as she flopped onto the bed. The only problem was, it
was as cold inside her sanctuary as it was out.

She pulled the small box from her tunic and quickly
looked around the room. It wouldn’t do for too many people to know
about this. She checked the shutters on the window and made sure
they were closed tight. She then checked the door again. When she
was sure nobody could get in, she stood in the middle of the room
and slowly opened the small metal box.

Kile wasn’t sure what to expect, but the effects were
almost instantaneous. As she lowered the box from under the globe
of flame, she could feel the heat filling the room. The small ball
of fire just hovered in mid air, giving off heat, but no light. It
was the strangest thing to see a fire floating in the middle of her
room in the dark. That should make it a little easier to hide. She
lit the candles on the table, grabbed her book and settled in for
the night.

 


Kile woke in a cold sweat. Her heart was racing as
she tried to catch her breath. The book she had been reading still
lay open on her chest, the candle on the table had gone out and the
darkness had descended. She quickly looked through the shadows of
the room, trying to find out what had woken her, but whatever it
was, it wasn’t in here.

She climbed out of bed and threw open the window, the
cold night air brushed past her as she looked out onto the
compound. It only heightened the fact that she didn’t have enough
time. She had to go, she just didn’t know where.

Grabbing her woolen cloak she paused, only for a
moment, to close the orb of fire back in its little metal box
before rushing out into the hall. The dorms were all but deserted
as most of the cadets were now sleeping in the dinning hall,
although there were a few, like her, who decided to brave the cold.
The number was dwindling fast. She moved as quickly and as quietly
as she could past the rows of closed cell doors and out into the
cold of the night.

Once outside, everything seemed to slow down, except
the urgency that had gripped her. Only when her eyes focused on the
darkened silhouette of the stables did she have a direction. She
still didn’t know why, but at least she knew where as she ran as
fast as the snow would allow her, across the field and up the hill.
She could only hope that nobody was out and about at this time of
night. The last thing she needed was to run into one of the
instructors. They may be lax on how late they allowed cadets to
stay up in their own cells, but they wouldn’t tolerate them running
around the compound at night. That was in direct violation of the
rules, unless you had a very good excuse. What excuse did she have,
that she had to get to the stables before… before what?

She found the stable doors were bared as she tried to
open them. She thought about pounding on the doors, but what good
would it actually do other then attract unwanted attention and
worse, unwanted questions. Kile looked to see if there was an
easier way in, but she knew she couldn’t waste time trying every
door, every window and every hatch the over grown barn had. She
pulled at the door handles again; sometimes there was an advantage
to being small as she managed to squeezed thought the narrow
opening.

Once inside the stables, the feeling stopped, the
urgency wasn’t there anymore. Was she too late?

The only sound she could hear was the soft breathing
of the horses as they slept and a whisper of the wind through the
upper hay loft. There was nothing else, no motion, no other sounds,
nothing that should have attracted her here. She stumbled forward
in the darkness. The only light was that of the moon as it filtered
in through the cracks around the door. The rest of the stables were
cloaked in shadow, a gentle hazy gloom that made it difficult to
see. She should have brought a lantern or a candle at the very
least, but she had come with nothing. The urgency that had driven
her here was now gone. Why was she here? She could think of no
reason, and the thought of going back to the warmth of her cell
grew more enticing by the moment, but she couldn’t just ignore the
fact that something brought her here. She waited until her eyes
adjusted to the dark before venturing deeper into the stables, and
that was when she saw it. Small, black and gray, it moved from
underneath one of the gates. It turned to her and its eyes caught a
bit of the moonlight as they floated in the darkness and she knew
what it was.

“It’s a cat,” she said to herself as she slowly moved
towards it.

The cat shifted its position, crouching down as it
prepared to run, and gave a defiant yet muffled growl, and that was
when Kile realized it had something in its mouth, something small
and white. Her heart sank at the sight and fear gripped her again.
She ran at the cat, leaping to grab it as it darted away and she
came up with a handful of straw.

“Don’t run, come back here,” she pleaded, but it was
no use, the cat was going for the upper loft and she had to cut it
off. She ran to the ladder and only managed to reach the second
rung when something caught her cloak and pulled her back, she hit
the ground hard and lost sight of her quarry.

“What are you doing in here? Cadets are not allowed
in the stables after dark.”

Kile looked up to see the thin willowy frame of a
man, draped in an ill fitted long coat, who still holding onto the
end of her cloak. The lantern came up and she stared into the
ageless face of the man she had only remembered as Luke.

“I asked you a question, cadet. What are you doing in
here?”

“Please, I have to go. I have to catch that cat.”

“Cat? Why do you want the cat?”

“Please I just have to catch it,” she cried as she
pulled on her cloak, but for a small framed thin man, he had a grip
that was as strong as iron.

“I guess we’ll see what Sir Oblum has to say about
that.”

That would just delay the inevitable. Kile loosened
the ties of her cloak and slipped out from under it. Luke stumbled
backwards without any resistance on the other end of the cloth he
was pulling and Kile used the difference to gain a head start as
she quickly climbed up the ladder to the hay loft.

“Come back here!” he yelled after her.

That was not likely to happen. Kile made her way
across the loft to where she had last seen the cat. It didn’t take
her long to flush it out as it darted from its hiding place, its
prey still in its mouth. It moved towards the thick oak beams that
spanned the distance over the open floor below. Kile didn’t
hesitate to follow.

“What are you doing, you fool.” Luke called out from
below. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

She wasn’t paying any attention to what Luke was
yelling as she followed the cat to a center platform where she made
a near successful lunge, grabbing the cat’s tail. It swung around
and dug both claws into her, ripping her hand and forcing her to
let go. It jumped from the platform to a shelf on the center wall,
then to the top of the stall, onto a table and then finally onto
the stable floors where it looked back at Kile as if daring her to
follow, which is exactly what she did.

Her leap to the shelf didn’t go as planned. As it
gave way beneath her, she grabbed hold of the wall to keep from
falling and landed hard on the table instead, and from there she
rolled to the floor. Kile scrambled back to her feet, but Luke was
on her again as he grabbed her from behind.

“You’re going to hurt yourself,” he said as he
wrapped his arms around her.

“I have to stop that cat,” she yelled as she
struggled, but Luke was far too strong for her. She tried kicking
him in the shin with the heel of her foot, but it was like kicking
a rock and she did more damage to herself than to him.

“What is the matter with you, child, calm down.”

“Please, let me go.”

The cat gave one last mocking look at Kile, and if
she didn’t know better, she would have sworn it was actually
laughing at her. It made a final run for the gap in the door, if it
got away now, there would be no way she could catch it.

“Stop!” she screamed at the cat, and much to her
surprised, it did. It didn’t exactly stop like a cat should have
stopped, with the grace that cats are known for, it kind of fell on
its face, and Kile was gripped with the strange feeling that
something wasn’t right.

“Get over here,” she demanded with as much
determination and malice in her voice as one could muster while
being held by a wiry stable hand with strong arms.

The cat turned and kind of stumbled forward. There
was a look of confusion in its eyes, as if the last thing it wanted
to do was to approach her, but that was the only thing it could do.
It wobbled back and forth like a drunkard until it came to stop at
Kile’s feet.

“Drop it.”

The cat opened its mouth, and the ragged form of
Vesper fell onto the ground. Upon seeing the yarrow Kile lost all
interest in the cat and it bolted for the door.

-This isn’t over.-

Were the parting words she heard in her mind, as the
cat disappeared into the shadows.

Luke must have known the situation had changed as he
released Kile, who fell to her knees. She couldn’t bring herself to
touch Vesper’s body. She just knelt there, staring at it, hoping
that he would jump up and greet her, but it didn’t happen.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” Luke said as he knelt
down beside her. His long slender fingers slid under the yarrow and
he cupped it in his hands. “He’s hurt pretty badly,” he said as he
held him.

At first Kile didn’t understand the significance of
what he said, but then it hit her. If he was hurt badly, then he
was still alive.

“Wait right here… please,” she pleaded as she jumped
to her feet.

“But, child, there’s nothing you can do for him.”

“Not me, no. But I think I know someone who can.
Please, just stay with him.”

She didn’t wait for Luke to answer, she just ran to
the front of the stables, slipping through the crack in the door
that the cat had just passed through and back out into the snow.
She was half way to the dorms when she realized that he wouldn’t be
there. She turned quickly, slipping in the snow as she ran to the
dinning hall.

It was the last place she wanted to go, but she had
to for Vesper’s sake. She entered through the side door as silently
as she could. It looked completely different in the darkness. The
tables had been moved up against the walls and stacked one on top
of the other, to make more room in the center of the floor for the
rows and rows of sleeping cadets, along with the coal burning
stoves. It was like the aftermath of some grizzly battle, the
bodies laid out for the next of kin to claim, the only thing
missing were the candles, which was unfortunate, because she could
have used a the extra light. She moved down the lines slowly,
trying to look at each face without making any noise, It wouldn’t
do to wake the entire room.

“Psst… psst.”

Kile turned to see one of the figures waving her
over. As she got closer she noticed Alex sitting up, a blanket
wrapped around him.

“Couldn’t stand the cold any longer?” he said in the
quietest voice she had ever heard Alex speak in.

“I’m trying to find Daniel, do you know where he
is?”

Alex reached over one body and began to prod another,
but managed to wake both of them.

“Knock it off,” Carter grumbled as he turned over in
his blanket.

“Hey, some of us are trying to get some sleep.”
Somebody yelled a few bodies down the line.

“What’s going on in here?” A voice bellowed from the
other room as the sound of heavy footsteps echoed through the
hall.

Great, from bad to worse. He was the last person Kile
wanted to see, or the last person she wanted to see her. She rolled
over Carter, grabbing his blanket and wrapping herself up in it as
she covered her head. Carter was now fully awake as he looked
around, rather confused.

“You got a problem cadet?” Master Boraro asked in a
not too quiet voice as he stopped in front of Carter, his arms
crossed as he stared down at the young man.

“No, sir,” Alex quickly replied before Carter could
say anything. “It came from somewhere over there, I think,” he
said, pointing to the far side of the room.

Boraro wasn’t that easy to convince, or he just
didn’t trust anybody. He did glance over at the far wall that Alex
had pointed at before turning back to Carter, who was still a bit
confused about what was going on.

“I asked you a question cadet? Who’s making all the
noise here?”

“Nobody, sir,” Carter replied.

“Nobody,” Boraro repeated. He was not a man who
enjoyed being woken in the dead of night for any reason, but he did
enjoy chewing out cadets. One could only wonder if the two canceled
each the other out.

“Who’s this then? Is this nobody?” Boraro asked as he
prodded the covered form of Kile with his iron shod boot.

“That’s Cadet Leary sir,” Carter quickly
responded.

“What about me?” A bleary eyed Daniel asked as he
looked up from where he was sleeping on the other side of Kile.

“Nothing Bobby, go back to sleep,” Alex said,
motioning for Daniel to put his head down before Master Boraro
could identify him.

“What’s going on here? Who’s under there?” Boraro
asked again, this time he reached for the blanket.

“It’s Eric,” Alex added quickly, and both Carter and
Daniel looked at him as if he had gone mad. “He’s really quite
tired and doesn’t want to be disturbed sir.”

“I don’t care how tired he is, if I ask a question I
expect it answered.”

Master Boraro yanked the blanket off of Kile and
looked down at a greasy-haired boy who was staring rather blankly
back up at him.

“Do you have a problem, cadet?

Eric just shook his head.

“What’s your name, cadet?”

Eric just shrugged his shoulders.

“You don’t know your name, when I ask you your name,
cadet, I expect an answer. What’s your name, cadet?”

“Eric Rimes, sir,” Eric answered with a raspy but
feminine voice.

Boraro stood there for a while staring at the vacant
eyes of Eric. He knew something was up, he just didn’t know what it
was, and without knowing what it was, he couldn’t do anything about
it. It wasn’t as if he could punish the son of Lord Rimes for being
noisy.

“Keep it down and go to sleep, the next time I have
to come back here, it won’t be a warning, I’ll have you all on snow
duty until the spring thaw,” the Weapon’s Master said as he dropped
the blanket and walked off.

“That was close,” Alex remarked as he started to
breathe again.

“Can somebody tell me what’s going on, and why I’m
sleeping next to Eric?” Daniel inquired in a hushed voice.

Eric, the specter, slowly disappeared to reveal a
rather uncomfortable Kile.

“That has to be the most disturbing thing that has
ever happened to me,” she said and quickly looked up to see if
Boraro had gone. “Thank Alex, I owe you one.”

“No problem Kile girl,” Alex grinned. “Why are you
here anyway?”

“Daniel, I need Daniel.”

“Yeah, he’s always the lucky one,” Alex remarked as
he flopped back down on his makeshift bed, pulling the blanket over
his head.

“Just keep it quiet; some of us are trying to sleep,”
Carter remarked as he reclaimed his blanket and pulled it around
him.

“What’s the problem?” Daniel asked.

“Not here,” she said as she took one last look down
the aisle to make sure no one was watching. “Follow me.”

Kile got up from the floor and made her way to the
rear exit and back out into the snow. Daniel pulled his blanket
around him, grabbed his boots and reluctantly followed.

Once outside, he grabbed her by the arm, preventing
her from running off.

“Okay, what’s going on? Why did you wake me up in the
middle of the night, and why is Boraro threatening us with snow
duty, and what did you do to your hand?” Daniel asked irritably as
he held up Kile’s hand for her to see. There were deep claw marks
running down each side where the cat had caught her, but she didn’t
have time for that as she pulled her hand back.

“I need your help,” she pleaded. He must have
realized she was serious as his entire demeanor changed.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Are you really as good at healing as they say you
are?”

“Well… I guess so.”

“I mean you can really heal. You can really do
it?”

“Well, yeah… why… who’s hurt. It can’t be your
hands.”

“No, it’s not me, it’s kind of hard to explain, just
follow me,” she said as she made her way back through the snow.

He pulled his boots on as quickly as he could and had
to run to catch up to her. She was way ahead of him, moving faster
than he thought possible as he plodded along behind her. It was
clear that they were heading to the stables and if it was anyone
but Kile he would have had serious doubt at this moment. Kile never
stopped as she found the stable doors open and slipped inside.

“Luke,” she called.

“Is it Luke? Is something wrong with Luke?” Daniel
asked when he finally caught up with her.

“In here,” Luke called out from what must serve as
his office.

Kile grabbed Daniel’s hand and pulled him as he
stumbled forward through the office door.

It was a small room built within the stables and it
was lit by lanterns, but not much warmer than the rest of the
structure. Luke was sitting at a narrow table and got up when they
entered. In the center of the table, there was something wrapped in
a pale, blue cloth.

“How is he?” she asked as she made her way over to
the table.

“Hanging in there. He’s a tough one, I’ll give him
credit for that,” Luke said as he stepped back.

“You have to help him,” Kile said, turning to
Daniel.

The young boy walked over to the table and pulled
back the layers of cloth, what he saw was not what he had
expected.

“It’s a yarrow,” he said with an almost deflated
sense of urgency.

“Can you help him?”

“You’re not serious?” he asked, but when he looked at
Kile he saw that she was not only serious, but that she was on the
verge of crying. From everything that was done to her during the
last few months, he had never seen her cry. He has seen her get
angry, get depressed or even go crazy, but he had never seen her
cry.

“I’ll see what I can do,” he assured her as he bent
over the small furry little creature and pulled the rest of the
towel away. There were some broken bones, those were easy to
detect, as well as some cuts and lacerations that had already been
tended to which he chalked up to Luke. What worried him the most
was internal damage.

It wasn’t his first non-human patient. Back in
Procton that was all the Quigley would let him tend to for the
first few years, so it wasn’t all guess work, but it was the
smallest patient he’d ever had.

Daniel laid his hands gently on the yarrow. He could
feel its heat and the beating of its heart, which was very fast and
very strong, and that was always a good sign. He closed his eyes
and closed out the rest of the world as he fell into his Edge.
Healing through the mystic arts was kind of like untangling a ball
of string; the more damage, the more string. A broken bone was
easy; you just had to untie the knot. A laceration required the
mystic to join two pieces of string together. It was when the
damage was extensive that the problems occurred. With so many
pieces of string, it was difficult to know where to start, and of
course the size of the patient doesn’t help either. The smaller the
patient, the thinner the string, or in this case it was closer to
thread. Under these circumstances, he would have admitted defeat
before he even started, but he couldn’t do that to Kile.

Luke pulled the girl out of the room to let Daniel to
do what ever it was that he could do, the last thing Daniel needed
was to have her hovering over him. Once outside, she paced the
stables and wondered what she could have done better, or faster
that would have prevented this.

“Blaming yourself doesn’t do anyone any good.”

Kile turned to see Luke sitting against the wall.
There was a familiarity about the stable hand that Kile just
couldn’t place. She knew if she had a little more time and less on
her mind she might be able to pinpoint it, but all she could think
about now was Vesper.

“You’re going to have to learn that it’s part of
nature’s way. The cat was not to blame in this, but neither was the
yarrow careless. Their paths just crossed, one must win to survive,
that is the way of things.”

“I know, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“This is true,” Luke replied.

“And I don’t have to accept it,” she added as she
looked at the hole that the cat had used to make its escape. If it
hadn’t stopped when it did, she would have lost Vesper for sure,
but why did it stop?

“One does not argue with the wind, this is just the
way of things. Argue with the wind and you’ll only lose your voice
while the wind continues to blow.”

“Not to mention the fact they’ll probably throw you
in the loony bin,” she added and the otherwise gloomy stable hand
laughed.

“This is also true,” he said. He was about to add
something more, but thought better of it and let Kile pace the
width of the barn in silence.

She had lost all track of time when Daniel finally
stepped out of the office. He looked drained as he ran his hand
through his hair. Kile stared at him, waiting for him to say
something, but afraid of what he might have to say.

“I did all that I can do, but he’s doing a lot better
and fortunately there were no real injuries to speak of, nothing a
little untangling couldn’t fix.”

“So he’ll be alright?” Kile asked.

“Well, it’s really up to him now. A little bed rest
is all he really needs.”

“Thank you,” she said as she hugged Daniel, and then
ran back into the office.

“What you did was a very good thing,” Luke told
Daniel as the boy sat down on the bench beside the wall.

“I really didn’t have much of a choice,” Daniel
shrugged. “But to get all that worked up over a yarrow, it’s just…
weird. I mean, she’s usually pretty strong and rather distant.”

“We all have our weaknesses.” Luke replied.
“Regardless, you did the right thing, and that’s what it means to
be a Hunter.”
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The noise outside the room was getting louder as the
boys were now running up and down the hall yelling something. Kile
didn’t know what, and frankly she didn’t care as she finished
another page of the work that Master Adams had assigned. A now
familiar shape ran up the side of the chest of drawers and sat upon
the small black ebony box, and stared at her.

“And where have you been?” she asked, without looking
up from her work.

-Around.-

“Around is not an answer. You haven’t been getting
into anyone’s stuff have you?”

-Stuff?-

This time she did look up as Vesper cocked his
head.

“Yeah, stuff, as in other people’s property. Besides,
you’re not supposed to be running around outside anyway, you’re
still recovering.”

-Feel better.-

Kile had to admit that the yarrow’s recovery was
quick considering the state he was in only two weeks ago. She had
thought she had lost him, now it looked as if she wasn’t going to
be able to get rid of him, not that she wanted to. She enjoyed
having Vesper around, when he was actually around and not exploring
the rest of the compound. It gave her somebody to talk to. He came
and went as he pleased through a small hole in the baseboard. She
had made him a bed in the bottom drawer of the dresser for the
nights that he did stay, not that he ever used it. He preferred
curling up on the pillow beside her head, and on more than one
morning she had woken up to him staring at her.

“Okay, so where have you been?” she asked as she set
aside her work and closed her eyes. Vesper jumped down from the
dresser and climbed up on the bed. He sat in front of her and then
closed his eyes. This was somewhat of a regular routine that they
shared as Vesper relayed his entire exploits to Kile in her head.
At first it took some getting used to, but the more they did it,
the easier it became. She had explored the entire compound
vicariously through Vesper, and seen things from a completely
different view point. Most of it was fascinating, a bit of it was
disgusting and then there was the time that Vesper found his way
into Master Boraro’s bathroom, now that was a vision she wished she
could forget.

A knock on the door broke the connection as Kile
jumped out of bed, grabbing the small metal box she closed off the
heat. Vesper was down the bed and in the safety of his bottom
drawer before she even reached the door. She pulled it open and
peeked out into the hall.

“Hey Kile girl, whatcha doing,” Alex shouted. He had
a bright red scarf wrapped around his neck, one that she hadn’t
seen before, as well as a matching stocking cap.

“What do you want Alex?” she asked, ignoring the fact
that he had called her Kile girl again. It was becoming a routine
with him, and she hated to admit it, but she was getting used to
it. It was either that or she had to keep slapping him upside the
head every time he said it, and she was starting to think he
enjoyed that too much.

“The guys were wondering if you were coming to the
dinning hall for Hobin’s Day.”

“Hobin’s day? What’s that?” she asked.

“You know, Winter’s Feast?”

There was that certain tone in Alex’s voice that Kile
was beginning to know all too well. The tone that simply asked the
question; where have you been living, under a rock?

“Oh, yeah… Winter’s… feast.”

“You’ve never heard of it… have you?” Alex asked.

“Sure I have, I just forgot, was that today?”

Somehow this was not going to fly as Alex just stared
at her. How was she to know what festivals they practiced in
Procton?

“Yeah, I guess I’ll go, I just have to finish up
Master Adam’s assignment for tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

And again, there was that tone.

“Yeah, tomorrow, you know, like the day after
today.”

“There are no classes tomorrow.”

“Why not?”

“Hobin’s day, Winter’s Feast,” Alex repeated, and
again with that tone in his voice.

“Wait, you telling me they’re canceling classes
tomorrow?”

“You’re kidding me, aren’t you?” he asked, with that
tone in his voice. Kile slammed the door in his face.

“Vesper?” she called out as she sat down on the bed.
The yarrow came out of his bottom drawer and scurried up the side
of the bed to sit beside her.

“Have you ever heard of Hobin’s Day or Winter’s
Feast?”

-Big festival, lot of food, dancing, lots of
noise.-

“Great, even the rats have heard of it,” Kile sighed,
now she must look like a complete idiot.

-Yarrow.-

“Sorry Vesper, I didn’t mean it.”

-Vesper show Kile.-

“Show me what?” she asked. She didn’t really want to
know all the differences between yarrows and rats.

-Vesper show Kile Winter Feast.-

Well, this should be good for a lark, she thought,
but she was game for anything at the moment. She sat on the bed and
closed her eyes and Vesper took her on a tour through the town. Of
course, seeing the festival from a rodent’s point of view was a bit
unorthodox, but nevertheless, it did press upon her the grandeur of
it all. The entire city prepared for this one day, baking breads,
decorating cakes, sewing dresses, polishing silver, decorating the
halls with colorful paper. She had never seen so much work go into
one day, but she still didn’t know why.

“Do you think I should go?” she asked the yarrow.

-Go, fun-

“Easy for you to say,” Kile replied as she got to her
feet and grabbed her hat and cloak. “You behave yourself. No
running around, no stealing from other rooms, no getting eaten by
cats.”

-Vesper be good-

She found it hard to believe him as she closed the
door to her room and stepped out into the hall, but she knew if she
tried to bring him along, he would only find a way to get her into
trouble.

Outside, it was like a free for all. Boys were
running around, throwing snowballs, building snowmen; it was as if
all rules and regulations had been lifted for one day. That was if
Winter’s Feast only lasted a day, which as far as she knew, it
could go on all week. The thought of this chaos extended for a week
was enough for her to want to take the walk of shame. She was
halfway to the dinning hall when she heard…

-Snowball eight-o-clock-

She didn’t wait to verify if this was true, she just
ducked in time as a huge snowball flew over her head. She didn’t
even turn around to see who had thrown it. It wouldn’t have done
any good anyway as there were several snowball battles occurring
simultaneously and to actually figure out who had thrown it would
have been impossible. She did look up to see a black bird flying
high above her.

-Ten-o-clock-

Kile stopped short and leaned back as another
snowball just missed her head. Somehow, she had the feeling she was
being targeted. To run was to show fear, of course, being hit by a
snowball in the back of the head was not exactly an act of courage.
She diverted her course and headed away from where the snowballs
were flying and towards where a few of the cadets had gotten
together and were using an old shield to slide down the hill that
led up to the stables.

She watched as the black bird flew down around the
stable and came in for a landing somewhere on the other side. Kile
looked to see if anyone was watching before ducking around the
corner.

“Does Morgan want to see me?” she asked Kaza, who was
preening his feathers.

-Not at the moment.-

That was too bad, at least it would have gotten her
out of the festival.

“Then what are you doing out here?”

-I do need to fly you know. Can’t let the wings get
rusty.-

“What do you know about Winter’s Feast?”

-Oh, that, it's another one of those foolish vir
holidays where everybody makes merry, gets drunk, falls down and
forgets about it in the morning.-

“Sounds like a blast. What do you do at these things
anyway?”

-Personally, crows don’t celebrate vir holidays.-

“Well, I didn’t really think they did. What do… vir
do at these things?”

-Well, from my own personal observation… they make
merry, get drunk, fall down…-

“And forget about it in the morning,” Kile finished
for him.

-Of course, there is the exchanging of tokens.-

“Tokens? What kind of tokens.”

-Oh, small trinkets, little nick-knacks, things like
that. There was a time when there was some practicality to the
event. Just before the first snowfall the villagers would gather in
the town hall or possibly one of the larger homes and they would
exchange their wares for thing that they needed to last out the
winter. The baker would bring bread and exchange it for shoes from
the cobbler or blankets from the weaver. This way everybody got
what they needed and nobody had to pay for anything.-

“That explains why we never celebrated it back home.
The day my father gave away anything for free or accepted anything
without paying for it would be a long time coming.”

-A proud man?-

“I always considered it, more like… stubborn, but I
guess proud would also do. Does Morgan celebrate Winter’s
Feast?”

-That old fool, of course he does, he went back to
the tower yesterday to celebrate with the croceus.-

“How do mystics celebrate Winter’s Feast?”

-They make merry, get drunk…-

“Fall down and forget about it in the morning,” Kile
repeated along with Kaza, who laughed. She had to admit it was a
unique experience to hear a crow laugh.

“You have everything you need back at Morgan’s?” Kile
asked. The first time she had met Kaza, he was trapped in a cage
that had fallen on the floor. She would hate to think of the bird
caught in that situation again, with Morgan away.

-Oh, I’m fine, but I would never turn away some
company. There aren’t too many people that I can talk to.-

“Then I’ll stop in tomorrow,” she said as she stood
up and dusted the snow from her knees.

Kaza picked out one of his feathers and held it out
to Kile in his beak. At first she wasn’t sure what he wanted her to
do with it, but when she took it he ruffled his wings.

-Consider that your very first Winter Feast’s token,
of course, in some cultures, they are considered bad luck.-

“Bad luck?”

-I think that only applies if you take the feather, I
don’t really know how it works if it’s given to you.-

“I guess we’ll find out,” she said as she slipped the
black feather into the rim of her hat. “But I don’t have anything
for you.”

-Your kindness and your visit tomorrow is more than
enough-

Kaza exclaimed as he took to the air.

 


As she stepped into the dining hall, she found that
it had been decorated with colored paper, streamers and pine
branches. It was not as lavish as some of the sites that Vesper had
shown her, and she wasn’t sure of the reasoning behind most of it,
but it was a welcome change from the drab decor.

“There she is,” she heard Alex’s voice from across
the room. At one time that would have made her cringe, but most of
the cadets were getting used to a girl among them and she was
getting to the point that she just didn’t care what most of the
cadets thought.

“Hey, Kile girl, over here.”

That did make her cringe.

One good sized potato, that was all she needed, she
was sure she could hit the little twerp from where she was
standing.

“We weren’t sure you were coming,” Alex said as she
got closer.

“Keep that up and I’ll be leaving,” she said as she
took her seat across from him.

“So, you’ve never celebrated Winter’s Feast,” Carter
remarked.

“Oh no, not you too. So I’ve never heard of Winter’s
Feast, is that such a crime?”

“It’s kind of a big day in Procton. Our families
always celebrated it together,” Daniel added. “This will be the
first year we aren’t home.”

“My family was never into celebrations.”

“You didn’t celebrate any of the holidays? Kaldamar,
Summer Solstice, Winter’s Feast, Holy Eve, White Moon, none of
them?”

Kile just shook her head as Alex rattled off one
holiday after another. Not only did she not celebrate them, she had
never heard of them before. How was it that anything got done in
Procton with all these holidays?

“How about your birthday? Surely you celebrated your
birthday.”

“No,” Kile replied. She must have said it a bit too
negatively as both Carter and Daniel turned to look at her. It
wasn’t exactly the truth, there was that year that they had
celebrated her birthday, or at least her mother tried, but it was a
day that she wished to forget, and if she tried to explain it, they
would never understand.

“So, how’s our little patient?” Daniel asked. He had
a knack of knowing when to stop asking her questions about her
personal life.

“He’s doing great. He’s up and about already. He
asked about you just the other day...”

“He asked about me?”

“Who’s this we’re talking about?” Carter asked.

“Kile’s got herself a pet yarrow,” Daniel replied.
“He was hurt so I help him out, and now it appears to be asking
after me.”

“He’s asking after you?”

“You know what I mean,” Kile said. She got so used to
conversing with Vesper that sometimes she forgot she’s the only
one.

“Why do you want a yarrow for a pet?” Carter asked.
“They’re dirty little creatures.”

“For one thing, they are not dirty. They are actually
quite clean, a lot cleaner than most of the boys around here, and
secondly, he is not a pet, he is free to come and go as he
pleases.”

“What’s his name?” Alex asked.

“Vesper.”

“Vesper, that’s a strange name, why did you call him
that?” Carter asked.

“Because that’s his name.”

“Well, who gave it to him?”

“His mother, I suppose,” Kile replied, at which
Carter slowly looked over to Daniel as if to ask, is she okay.

“So what are we supposed to do at this… feast?”

 


The Hunter’s Guild had provided entertainment for the
Winter’s Feast, as limited as it was; a few musicians, a mediocre
jester, and a young mystic doing cheap tricks. The mystic was the
first to perform, and it was a good thing that Morgan wasn’t there
to see it. The amateur magician had botched just about every trick
that he tried to execute. There were cadets in the audience that
were more skilled than this man and it seemed like a very bad idea
to even allow him to perform. The musicians on the other hand were
quite good, or at least Kile thought so, but then she hadn’t had
much experience with musician before or music for that matter. That
was just another thing on a long list of things that her father had
considered a waste of time.

It was the flautist who had really impressed her. A
young willowy woman with long blond hair dressed in a flowing white
gown. She played a haunting melody that almost seemed hypnotic as
Kile listened to every note. She had always been fascinated with
the sound of the flute, ever since the traveling musician came
through Riverport several years back. He would sit outside the inn
and play the flute to pass the time between drinks. Strangely
enough, his playing seemed to improve as the day went on. Kile had
only heard him one time. It was on that rare occasion that her
father had taken them all into town when the winter supplies came
in. She remembered sitting on the back of the wagon with Leon as
their father went into the dry goods store to make a deal with Old
Fen. The old musician sat in front of the inn and played for hours
as people tossed coins into his hat. For the longest time Kile
wanted to learn to play the flute, not so much for the money, but
just for the pleasure of the music. Of course, her father had some
choice words about the man when he returned and maybe that had
inspired her even more. If it annoyed her father, it couldn’t be
all that bad. Unfortunately, flutes were not easy to come by in
Riverport. If they were, things might have turned out differently;
she might never have chosen the Academy.

The flautist finished to a standing ovation, or at
least Kile was. She really didn’t know, or care if anyone else had,
and judging by the way Daniel pulled her back to her seat, she
seriously doubted if any of them did.

The meal was next on the bill of fare, as the cook
paraded the turkey through the mess hall to the cheers of the
hungry. They were served at their seats by the cooking staff as the
mediocre jester attempted to amuse them, or maybe it was just Kile
that didn’t get the jokes as everyone else seemed to be laughing.
Low brow humor was never to her liking. She politely applauded his
antics. She would even go as far as to say Alex’s jokes were far
more original and funnier, even if she didn’t appreciate them
either.

For the most part, the meal was good, but Kile still
couldn’t bring herself to eat the turkey. The idea that she might
have been able to speak with him, or her, was a bit upsetting, or
maybe it was the fact that they could speak back. She knew it was
foolish since she had always liked turkey, but she was finding that
she could survive quite well without meat in her diet. When the
waiting staff loaded up her plate, she just divided it between the
boys and stayed with her vegetables. As long as they didn’t start
talking to her, she was fine eating them.

After the meal the musicians returned and played a
few rousing numbers to keep the party going. There was talk about
clearing the floor for dancing, but when you have only one female
student who doesn’t dance and nearly three hundred male students
who wouldn’t ask her anyway, the idea died before it ever grew
legs.

When Sir Oblum took the center stage, they knew that
the festivities had come to an end, or at least for that night. He
gave a moving speech, which nobody listened to, and thanked the
performers for their performance.

“So, that was it?” Kile remarked as she watched the
musician pack up their gear and some of the cadets started to shift
the tables around to prepare the dinning hall for the night.

“Pretty much so… yeah,” Alex replied.

“Traditionally, the party goes on all night, until
the wee hours of the morning when everyone would go back home and
sleep it off,” Daniel added.

“Sounds productive.”

“It’s not supposed to be,” he laughed. “The whole
purpose of Winter’s Feast, is to celebrate the longest night of the
year, and what better way to celebrate it than to stay up and make
merry.”

And get drunk, fall down, and forget about it in the
morning.

“Well, it doesn’t look like there’s going to be too
much more celebrating tonight, they’ve already started to lay out
the bedrolls.”

True to Carter’s words, the cadets had already
started to lay out the rolls and blankets for those who would be
spending the night in the mess hall, and given the number of
blankets, it looked to be most of them.

“We can always go back to the dorms,” Alex
suggested.

“What, and sit up in the cold, no thank you,” Carter
replied.

“Some of the senior cadets are gong to start a
bonfire in the field, maybe we can check that out.”

“Where did you hear that?” Carter asked.

“Around, I have my ways,” Alex replied, and Carter
dismissed him with a wave of his hand.

“Your ways are no ways, there’s probably no truth to
it.”

“Even if there was, I don’t think we’re invited,”
Daniel added.

“How would they know?” Alex asked.

“You’d be a dead giveaway, squirt, they’d take one
look at you and say there’s no way somebody like that ever became a
senior.”

“If you really want to stay up all night… we can do
it in my cell,” Kile said reluctantly. She didn’t really want to
give up the secret of the gift that Morgan had given her, but it
was the least she could do, given the fact that they did want to
include her in their traditions.

“What difference would that make?” Carter asked.

“You’ll never know sitting here,” Kile remarked as
she grabbed her cloak from the back of her chair. “Either way, I’m
going back to my cell.”

Kile pulled her hat down over her head and headed for
the back door of the dinning hall. The longest night of the year
proved to be the coldest, or so it felt as she pulled her woolen
cloak tighter around her shoulders and stepped out into the snow.
She had only gotten as far as two steps when Daniel came up behind
her.

“Hold up,” he called out.

It was too cold to be standing around in the snow
wearing boots that didn’t keep the water out. Who made these things
anyway? It was obviously someone who had never seen snow, let alone
had to stand round in it.

“What?” she called back as she continued to stomp
through the snow. The top layer had frozen over and she was having
a difficult time breaking through to get decent footing. Daniel, on
the other hand, had no problem, but then he did weigh more than she
did.

“Were you serious about that offer?” he asked as he
walked beside her.

“What offer was that?” she asked suspiciously.

“A room to carry on the celebration,” he laughed.
“What did you think I meant?”

“How would I know what I thought you meant? Just walk
ahead of me,” she said as she pushed him in front of her and
followed in the path that he created. “What about the others.”

“Chores,” Daniel said, as if the word told the whole
story. “Carter still has the dinning hall to clean up and Alex is
still helping in the kitchen. They’ll be down a little later.”

“And you don’t have anything?”

“I served my time in the healers’ halls this
afternoon,” Daniel replied. “What about you, what did you pull this
month?”

“Ground maintenance,” she laughed. One cannot
maintain the grounds while it’s covered with snow, and snow removal
was someone else’s job that month. It was the Guild mentality at
work.

When they reached the dorms, Kile took the lead as
she opened the door to her room.

“Wipe your feet,” she said as she took her own boots
off and set them in the corner to dry.

“Yes, ma’am,” Daniel replied from behind her.

“This door has two sides, what side do you want to be
on?”

“Only kidding.”

“Yeah, you say that now,” she remarked as she lit the
candle. Vesper was back from his exploration, if he had even gone
out that afternoon. She couldn’t tell where he was, but she knew he
was somewhere in the room.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” Daniel said, as he
took his own boots off and stood them beside Kile’s. “What makes
your room any better than anyone else’s?”

“This,” she said as she tossed the small metal box to
Daniel.

“And this is?” he asked, turning it over in his
hands.

“Open it, but make sure you don’t touch what’s
inside. You want to keep it upright. Open the lid and lower the box
out from under it. I found that works best.”

As skeptical as he was, he did as she instructed, as
he lowered the box. The sphere of fire hovered before him and the
room began to heat up quickly.

“Where did you get this?” he asked in astonishment as
he gave the box another look before setting it down on the table.
He walked slowly around the globe, holding his hands out towards it
to feel the heat. “You did this? You found your Hunter’s Edge” he
remarked.

“As if,” she replied.

She was a bit disappointed that it wasn’t true.
Portable heat would be a great Edge to have on those cold nights in
the wild, but she could never take credit for something that grand.
Daniel would want to see her create another one.

“Morgan gave it to me.”

“No wonder why you don’t sleep in the hall with
everyone else.”

“Believe me, that’s not the only reason I don’t sleep
in the hall.”

-Healer here?-

Kile turned around to see that Vesper had come out of
hiding and was now sitting on the small ebony box that sat upon the
chest of drawers. She really didn’t expect the yarrow to make an
appearance, as he was usually suspicious of other people, but he
appeared to be eager to see Daniel.

-Want to give healer gift.-

“What gift?” she asked, forgetting Daniel was even
there.

“Sorry?”

Daniel turned around and saw Vesper sitting on the
top of the dresser. “There he is,” he said as he got closer. “He
looks a lot better than the last time I saw him.”

“I should hope so,” Kile replied.

-Gift for Healer.-

This was going to get awkward fast, but there as no
other way around it. Vesper could be very stubborn when he wanted
something.

“He has a gift for you,” Kile replied.

“Does he now?” Daniel grinned.

Great, now what is he thinking.

Vesper jumped down the back of the dresser and she
could hear him in the bottom drawer. It wasn’t until recently that
she learned that yarrows were quite similar to packrats. It would
appear that anything Vesper found that caught his eye wound up in
the bottom drawer of her dresser. She had to search it on a regular
basis. The last thing she needed was for someone to accuse her of
stealing. She had already found a few personal objects. Those that
she could identify went back to their owners, quite anonymously.
Those that she couldn’t, were left with instructors, labeled as
being found.

“Where did he go?” Daniel asked as he tried to look
down the back of the dresser.

“To get your gift, I suppose.”

Daniel gave her a curious look. He was about to say
something more when Vesper shot up from the back of the dresser,
startling him. The yarrow sat up on his hind legs and held out a
small gray and white marble.

-Gift… thank for make well-

“It’s a gift for healing him. He’s thanking you,”
Kile translated.

Daniel carefully took the marble from Vesper.

“Thank you,” he replied, a bit confused, although she
did like the fact that he actually thanked Vesper and not her.

“Vesper, where did you get that?” she asked in a
gentle and calm voice. She couldn’t just stand by and ignore the
existence of the marble. She wouldn’t want Daniel caught with it if
somebody was looking for it.

-Found-

“Where?”

-Street-

“Where, on the street?”

-Near house-

“There wouldn’t happen to have been more of them just
lying in the street, now would there?”

-Just that one-

This time, Vesper gave her the image that she wanted.
She could see the marble lying in the street, unclaimed, through
the yarrows eyes. Some boy probably lost it, and for her to try and
find him would be next to impossible. She wasn’t even sure how long
the marble had laid there.

-See-

“Okay, I’m sorry I doubted you, but you have been
known to find a few things before they were lost.”

“Kile, were you just…”

“Don’t ask,” she said, holding up her hand. She
didn’t feel like explaining it, and fortunately she didn’t have to
as she was saved by a knock on the door.

She reached for the metal box to douse the heat, but
Daniel stopped her.

“Who is it?” he called out.

That was great planning on his part. Kile rolled her
eyes and flopped down on the bed. Trying to explain the heat source
was one thing, but trying to explain why there was a boy in her
room after lights out was something entirely different.

“Who do you think it is at this hour?” Carter shouted
through the crack in the door.

Daniel pulled open the door a little and Carter
quickly slipped in. At first Kile thought it was because he didn’t
want to be seen entering her room. She was still cursed in the eyes
of the rest of the class, but when she saw what he held in his
hands, she realized why he was being so secretive.

“Here, I nicked this from the… damn its warm here,”
he said, looking around the room until he caught sight of the
floating globe.

“Take your boots off and put them in the corner,”
Daniel instructed as he took what appeared to be a bottle from
Carter’s out stretched hand.

“What’s that?” Kile asked.

“Mead I think?” Daniel replied as he popped the top
and gave it a sniff. “Yeah, it’s mead.”

“What are we going to do with that?”

“We drink it, of course.”

The drinking of alcohol or strong sprits was another
thing on Henry Veller’s long list of wasteful endeavors. For as
long as Kile could remember she had never seen her father drink
anything stronger than pine juice.

“Where did this thing come from?” Carter asked,
ignoring the mead and concentrating on the floating globe of
fire.

“Kile made it,” Daniel said.

“You did!” Carter exclaimed, turning on Kile.

“I did not,” she shouted. “Morgan gave it to me.”

“He never gave me anything like this.”

“He probably doesn’t like you as much,” Daniel
added.

“I will put it away if you keep harping on it,” Kile
said.

“Hey Carter, where did you get this anyway?” Daniel
asked, holding up the bottle.

“Oh, that. As I said, I nicked it on my way out of
the dinning hall after setting up. There were still a few bottles
sitting on the staff table. I doubt anyone will miss it.”

“I should hope not.”

Another knock on the door caused the conversation to
die quickly. Kile held out her hand to silence, Daniel before asked
who it was. If she found it hard to explain the heat in her room,
and nearly impossible to come up with an explanation for one boy,
what was she going to say about two?

“Who is it?” she called out, the small metal box
still in her hand.

“It’s me. Can you guys give me a hand here?”

Daniel pulled open the door and Alex stumbled in,
carrying a rather large sack.

“I had to lug this all the way from the kitchen,” he
said as he put it down on the table. “And why is it so warm in
here?”

“Oh, didn’t we tell you? We invited Eric. He’s using
his Edge to warm the room,” Carter replied.

“Are you serious?”

The expression on Alex’s face was comical as he
quickly reached for the door.

“No, of course not,” Daniel assured him.

“So, what did you steal?” Carter asked as he started
to open the sack. Alex pulled it away from him. “I didn’t have to
steal anything,” he said as he started to unload a quantity of
food. It was a hodgepodge of breads, cheeses, cold meat, and fruit.
There was even an assortment of pastries wrapped in cloth.

“How did you get a hold of all this?” Daniel
asked.

“The cook gave it to me.”

“The cook did not just give you all this food,”
Carter laughed as he started to lay it all out.

“Yes, he did,” Alex replied defensively.

“What did you tell him?”

“While I was helping him clean up, he asked me if I
had any plans for the rest of the night. I told him we were all
going to hang out in Kile’s room. Then he said you couldn’t have a
party without something to eat and started to fill up the
sack.”

“Imagine, big Joe having a heart,” Carter
remarked.

 


The impromptu party lasted well into the night and
even ventured into the wee hours of the morning, but not by much.
They ate the food that Alex had brought, drank the mead that Carter
had stolen, and even sampled the peppermint imps that Kile had kept
hidden, all the while telling stories about their individual
childhoods, or in the case of the boys, about each other’s
childhoods. Kile, for the most part, listened, although she did
have a few tales to tell about growing up on a farm in Riverport
and she even told them about the time she first met Erin Silvia.
Alex then regaled them with a story of his own, based upon the
exploits of the famed Hunter Doran Boach, slayer of valrik and
rescuer of damsels in distress. It played out before their eyes on
Kile’s small table as Alex provided both the illusion and the
narrative. How much of it was actually true, he didn’t know and
they didn’t care, although Kile did add to the story from what she
learned from the books that Master Adams had provided, and a credit
to his creative ability, Alex was able to seamlessly weave the new
information into the storyline, well, almost seamlessly. There was
a moment when he had lost concentration and Doran Boach fought off
five valriks wearing a pink dress and wielding chicken leg.
Somehow, Kile was sure that the drink had finally gotten to the
smaller cadet.

Carter was the first to fall asleep, but then, he was
the one who drank most of the mead. It was the first time Kile had
ever had anything quite like it, and she didn’t think much of it,
but then she was the one that finished off most of the
pastries.

Alex was the next to succumb to slumber as he sat
there with his back propped up against the door. Daniel and Kile
sat up for a little while longer and whether it was the fact that
he was too tired or that he knew Kile didn’t want to talk about it,
he never brought up the conversation she had with Vesper.
Eventually, they called it a night as Kile snuffed out the candle.
She had never celebrated Winter’s Feast before and she wasn’t sure
if this was the way everyone did it, but it was one of the few
happier memories she would be able to look back on.
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“Now you will know what it really means to be
a Hunter,” he bellowed as he walked up and down the ranks of the
cadets. “Everything that you have come to learn so far will not
save you when you are out there in the wild. Your books and your
fancy words, they are not going to keep you alive. Just because you
know what the Hunters of the past have done, does not mean you’re
ready to join them in the great hall. Even the greatest of
strategies fail upon the first stroke of the enemy’s sword.”

Garret Boraro was in his element if ever a
man was. He enjoyed being the center of attention, enjoyed having
power, and loved to make cadets squirm. From his short flat topped
military haircut, to the large iron shod boots that he wore, he was
not only ready for a fight, he almost demanded it.

Winter gave way to spring, and as the Guild
had threatened, Academics were put on hold and combat training
began. After breakfast, the first year cadets reported to the
section of the field known as the List, which some seniors had
dubbed “the Ring of Blood”. Although it was a bit over dramatic, it
was intended to unnerve the new cadets. It must have worked better
than anyone thought, since the day before combat training was to
start, six more cadets took the walk of shame.

The List was divided into three sections,
although the first year’s cadets were the only ones occupying the
field at the moment. The second year cadets started their
horsemanship training and Kile had given up breakfast to watch Luke
lead the new horses out through the western gate and into the open
field just beyond the wall. It was a great incentive for her. If
she could tolerate Master Boraro until the spring of next year, she
would be given one of those horses, well, not one of those horses,
they were all going to the second year cadets. But when she reached
her second year, there would be one waiting for her. Once she had
her own mount, she would truly be free, or as free as the Guild
would allow.

She forced her mind back to the List, back to
the Weapon Master’s speech, although it was far from inspiring. She
stood among her fellow cadets with mixed feelings. On one hand, she
was looking forward to learning how to fight and to actually hold a
real weapon. On the other hand, she didn’t want to be anywhere near
Master Boraro. He, out of all the staff members, had made it quite
clear that he did not want her there.

“During your time here, you will learn to
handle, maintain, care for, repair, and use a variety of weapons,
from the battleaxe, to the war hammer, and everything in between.
When… or if, you prove sufficiently skilled in any one weapon, you
will be given advanced training, but only if we feel you are
skilled enough. By the time you graduate to the status of Hunter,
if… you graduate, you will be able to handle just about any weapon
you come across. This is not the military. You will not be learning
to fight in formation. You will not be learning battlefield
tactics. The Hunter fights alone, keep that in mind as you undergo
your training. You may find yourself fighting alongside a fellow
Hunter, but when it comes down to it, really comes down to it, when
the enemy comes crashing in on you, you can only trust your own
skills and the weapon in your hand. You cannot rely on anyone else
to fight your battles for you. You cannot rely on anyone else to
come to your aide. You are alone. Only when you come to this
realization, only when you embrace the solitude of the Hunter, do
you truly have a chance to survive.”

He must have some trust issues to work out,
Kile thought as she watched Master Boraro pace the field. This was
going to be even harder than she had figured. If her success relied
solely upon his training and his approval, she didn’t stand a
chance. There was no way he would ever approve her for anything.
She could be the greatest swordswoman to ever come through the
Academy, and of course she seriously doubted that, but if she was,
he would still say she wasn’t good enough, just for the sake of
preventing her from becoming a Hunter. Surely there had to be some
way around this ego maniac. And why is it so quiet all of a
sudden?

“Good morning.”

Kile looked up to see Boraro looming over her
with an evil grin on his face. This was not good.

“Finally, it’s my turn,” he whispered to her
under his breath and she knew this would only lead to pain. “Let us
see how the flower does among the stones, shall we,” he said as he
stepped aside with a slight bow.

Kile reluctantly stepped out of line. He
wanted her to cower, to cringe, to protest, but she wasn’t going to
give him the satisfaction. If she had any hope of surviving basic
training and becoming a Hunter, she would have to prove to this man
that she had what it took, she would have to win his respect, which
was easier said than done.

“As this is your first time, I will be
gentle,” he grinned and pointed to Master West who was holding out
what appeared to be a long wooden sword. She walked over to him and
took the sword from his hand. There was a knowing smile on his face
and she had the sinking feeling that he was in on this too,
whatever it was.

It was a clumsy weapon, or at least it was in
Kile’s hands. The blade seemed to long for the handle, and off
balance, but then she really had nothing to compare it to. Was this
what all swords were like or just wooden ones, or was it just this
one?

“The first weapon we will study is the sword,
since this will be, for most of you, your lifeline.”

The announcement sent a wave of approval
through the ranks. Most, like Kile, thought that they would be
starting with something less lethal, such as the staff, and it
would be a while before they would ever hold a sword.

“The sword is your gateway weapon. Master it
and truly understand the basics and the rest will fall into place.
You will hold the sword like this, with your right hand close to
the cross guard. The left hand, when needed, rests below the right,
so you can control the levering action and increase the power of
the thrust when required. You will face your opponent squarely,
with your hips and your body facing forward and your feet as
such.”

Boraro took the stance and motioned for Kile
to do the same. It was clear that he wanted someone to square off
against and she was his unlucky opponent. She tried to mimic his
stance the best she could, but she just couldn’t hold the sword out
towards him the way he held it towards her. The point always seemed
to dip towards the ground and it was a struggle for her to even
keep her arms straight, not to mention the fact that he was
prolonging the experience by lecturing to the cadets at the same
time.

“The first thing you have to know in a fight
is how to defend yourself, and the best way to defend yourself is
to avoid being hit. This is not a simple as it sounds. You must
keep your opponent at sword's length. When he strikes, you don’t
want to be where his sword is. There is a circle around you and
from the center of that circle to the outer edge is the reach of
your weapon. When he does break that circle, you want to be
prepared. When he cuts, you move, when he thrusts, you parry. There
is no static motion in combat, it is ebb and flow, and for every
attack he launches, you counter. Whether that counter grants you a
striking blow or just reestablishes the parameter of your circle,
it is constant motion. The last thing I want to see, when you
fight, is this sword on sword blocking crap. The only thing that
does is rattle your bones and dull your blade.”

He turned back to Kile and that evil grin was
still there.

“Are you ready princess?” he said, and
without waiting for an answer, he launched his first attack.

She did manage to block this first blow which
was an overhead cutting attack, but then most of his blows would be
over her head since she was a good two feet shorter than he was.
The two blades struck, wooden edge on wooden edge, and she
understood what he meant by rattling bones. The sheer force of his
strike shook her down to her feet and she realized that he wasn’t
going to hold back. He came at her again, this time with a wide
sweeping upper cut. She managed to block it, but her sword was
thrown aside by the force and she went with it. He came in on her
exposed side, striking her hard against the ribs.

“There are three kinds of cuts,” he said as
he took a step back and waited for her to get up. “There is the
power cut that comes from the shoulders and uses the entire upper
body.”

He came in again and even though she knew
where the attack was coming from, the speed and strength of it
still caught her off guard. She managed to get her sword up to
block, but she didn’t have the strength to prevent all of it from
getting through. It drove her to her knees. Her blade and his both
struck her on the top of the head, much to the amusement of the
class.

“The second kind of cut is a mid range cut
and it uses just the elbows.”

Before she could get to her feet, he used his
so-called “mid range cuts”. They weren’t as powerful as the first
blow, but they were faster and there were more of them. He kept at
it, going from one side to the other and even though she managed to
keep most of them off her by constantly backing up and trying to
block, a few of them did get through. There were two hits on the
left arm, one on the right and one on the left leg that dropped her
back to the ground. He just shook his head with disgust and turned
his back on her to face the class.

“The third cutting attack is known as the
nuisance or harassing attack and is preformed with the wrist and
hands.”

Harassing attacks, he should be great at this
she thought as she slowly got to her feet. He came in again, but
this time he was just too fast. There was nothing she could do as
the tip of his wooden blade struck just about every exposed point
on her body. It seemed that wherever she was blocking, he wasn’t
striking. It was as if he could read her mind and she wondered what
his Hunter’s Edge was.

“Ideally, you use all three cuts to form
combinations,” he said without missing a beat, and the attack came
faster and harder as he smacked her sword from one side to the
other, constantly driving her back. It was like the cat playing
with Vesper. He could have finished her off any time he wanted, he
just enjoyed humiliating her.

“Until untimely, you go in for the kill.”

He struck down on her right hand with a
sickening crack, causing her to loosen the grip on her sword. The
second shot stripped the sword from her hand completely and the
third shot was a thrust to the gut with the tip of his weapon. That
was when she doubled over and went down. She was becoming very
familiar with the sand in the List.

“It would appear that some of us need a lot
more training than others,” Master Boraro said as he picked up
Kile’s fallen sword and handed it, not to her, but to Master West.
To anyone who was familiar with the protocol of swordsmanship, that
action was the worst insult that he could have given her, and he
knew it.

“You will all pick up a practice sword and
choose a partner to spar with. Master West will evaluate your
performances.”

Boraro waited until the cadets had moved off
to the far side of the field where a barrel stuffed with wooden
practice swords stood. When none of the boys were around, he
crouched down beside Kile.

“You don’t want this, do you?” he asked in a
sickeningly sweet voice. “This isn’t the life for someone like you.
Why don’t you go home girl? Settle down, get married, have kids,
who knows. Maybe in a couple of years, you’ll have a son of your
own who can become a Hunter.”

“Quit… now… while I’m having… so much fun?”
Kile said between gasps as she staggered to her feet.

“Oh, you haven’t seen fun yet, princess,”
Boraro replied. “I’ve only just started.”

“Funny… so have I,” she said as she turned to
Master West and took the wooden sword from his hands.

“Do yourself a favor girl; take the walk,
while you can still walk,” West told her.

Kile ignored the warnings and the threats as
she slowly walked back to where the other cadets were now pairing
off.

“You okay?” Daniel asked as she got
closer.

“No, not really,” she replied. The pain in
her legs was bad, the pain in her gut was worse and the pain in her
hand was excruciating.

“Maybe I should take you to the healers.”

“No,” she answered definitely.

“Kile, I can tell right now that at least two
of your fingers are broken, possibly more. You going to tell me,
they don’t hurt?”

“I wouldn’t tell you any such thing,” she
said with a grin. “But I won’t give him the satisfaction.”

“So what? You’re going to just ignore it and
continue as if everything’s okay?”

“At least until the end of training.” Of
course that sounded a lot braver when she said it in her mind, she
realized that she still had a couple of hours to go before the end
of training.

“She’s right,” Carter added as he handed
Daniel his sword. “If she backs down now and shows weakness, he’ll
never let up until he breaks her.”

Well, that really cheered her up.

“I’ll be okay,” she said as she tried to grip
her sword. Daniel was probably right, those two fingers didn’t
appear to be moving as well as they once had.

“I’ll spar with her,” Carter replied.

Kile wasn’t sure she heard him right. It
seemed like a very unlikely thing for him to do. Even Daniel was
amazed.

“You don’t have to look so surprised. I’ve
used a sword before. I can go easy on her so it doesn’t look like
I’m going easier on her. If you or Alex tried, you’d probably do
more harm than good.”

She had planned to spar with Alex, since Alex
knew as little about swords as she did and she thought it would be
easier on both of them, but what Cater said was true. If Alex got a
little too zealous, which he was apt to do, or a little too
careless, he could easily break more of her fingers.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“It will be safer for you that way, and maybe
Master Boraro won’t get involved if you’re sparing with me instead
of Daniel. If he thinks you’re coasting, he may have something to
say.”

Again, another good point, Carter was a lot
smarter than Kile had given him credit for… except for the fact
that he automatically assumed she would spar with Daniel.

He led her to the outer edge of the List,
away from the activity and away from unwanted attention. Daniel and
Alex paired off and Kile could see that they were not unfamiliar
with the sword as each one landed some decent shots and blocked
even more. In fact, most of the cadets here knew their way around a
blade. They were not great, not by a long shot, but at least they
had some experience. That was more than she could claim.

Kile stood watching them and she could have
watched them all day, but Carter impatiently reminded her that
dueling was not a spectator sport, which wasn’t exactly true, but
she understood what he meant. He showed her how to stand and how to
hold the wooden sword and even how to perform the series of cuts
and thrusts that Boraro had used on her, those parts of the lecture
that she had missed when she was preoccupied with the ground, but
When their blades finally met, the pain in her hand was too much
and she was forced to drop the sword.

“Kile, pick it up,” Carter said urgently.

He didn’t have to tell her why it was so
important, his eyes did that. He was looking somewhere over her
right shoulder, but she didn’t really need that either. She could
feel Boraro staring at the back of her head with all the malice he
could muster. Kile lifted the sword, gripped it in spite of the
pain and launched her own attack at Carter.

The larger boy was fast, a lot faster than
she was, and he easily set aside all of her attacks without even
thinking about it. It was second nature to him, probably what comes
of growing up the son of a blacksmith. She pushed the attack for as
long as she could, but her momentum was quickly lost with each
stroke as her pain only intensified. Carter seized his opportunity,
not that there was a shortage of them, and put her on the defense,
which was only worse and didn’t last nearly as long. She finally
had to drop the sword as she clutched the broken fingers of her
hand.

Daniel quickly broke off his attack on Alex,
who, being Alex took the opportunity to launch his own attack at
Daniel’s undefended backside with the flat of the blade. At least
that lightened the mood, for a moment.

“Let me see those fingers,” Daniel said,
ignoring Alex.

As he moved her broken fingers, it sent a
shock wave up Kile’s arm and she did everything she could, to
prevent herself from screaming. Of course, that meant punching
Daniel in the shoulder.

“I’m only trying to help,” he said, rubbing
his arm.

“Sorry,” she replied.

He took her hand again and this time
proceeded more gently, as he tried to fall into his Hunter’s
Edge.

“There is no holding of hands on the List,”
Master West barked as he came up behind her.

“She has two broken fingers, sir, I can mend
them,” Daniel protested.

“What, you a healer now, cadet?”

“Well… actually, yes, I am.”

So much for snide remarks. Master West found
himself at a loss for words, regrettably not for long. “By all
means healer, apply your trade, but after the training period.”

“That's fine by me,” Kile said as she pulled
her hand from Daniel before he could say anything else. “It’s
feeling better already.”

“Here, take your weapon,” West said as he
picked up the fallen blade and tossed it to her. Kile fought back
the pain as she grabbed the sword.

“May we continue… sir?” she asked.

“By all means,” he replied, “But I think we
should switch partners to make the evaluation… fair.”

So much for coasting through the first day.
Master West motioned for four cadets to join him. With the way
Kile’s luck was running, she was not surprised that Eric was among
the four.

“Pair off,” West ordered before stepping back
to watch the action, or the mayhem.

Carter moved to challenge Eric, but he had
other plans as he pushed past the boy to stand in front of
Kile.

“What’s wrong Eric, don’t you want a real
challenge?” Carter goaded, but Eric said nothing as he tightened
the grip on his sword.

“I think this will do nicely,” West replied.
“Now you may continue.”

“You should have left when you had the
chance,” Eric said as he launched his attack.

Kile was forced to defend herself with every
trick that Carter had shown her. Fortunately for her, Eric was
nowhere near as good as he thought he was. Carter would have been
more than a match for him, even when he pulled his punches, but it
really didn’t matter. She was in no condition to fight and found
herself being forced back by every blow. Eric had no style, no
finesse, but he had strength and that was all he really needed to
put Kile down. She hit the ground, flat on her back, which really
didn’t do much for the condition she was in. Eric wasn’t going to
wait for her to get to her feet. He came at her with an over head
cut, but Kile rolled to one side, kicking out at Eric’s knee with
her foot and then rolled into a crouching stance. She could no
longer hold onto the sword, the pain was just too much, so she
shifted it to her left hand. Why she hadn’t thought of that before
she didn’t know.

Eric cursed as he got back to his feet and
came at her again. This time she was able to set aside his blows
easier, now that she had a better grip on her weapon. She hadn’t
noticed how clumsy of a combatant, he was, how easy it was to
counter his attacks. She had been concentrating so much of the pain
in her right hand that she really hadn’t been studying his
technique, or in his case, the lack thereof. He had been keeping
her at the very edge of his circle, and using the full length and
weight of his sword. That was his flaw. She jumped back out of his
perimeter and waited for the attack that she knew was coming, and
Eric didn’t disappoint her. He leapt forward with a two hand, over
the head full power cut, intending to break through her defenses
and end the dual, much as Master Boraro had done earlier, but the
outcome was very different. She wasn’t there. He lost track of her
as he brought down his sword and she managed to sidestep the attack
and slip into his blind spot. As his blade struck the ground, where
she should have been, she quickly stomped on the tip. The wooden
sword snapped out of Eric’s hands. The counter attack not only
disarmed him, but it surprised him as she placed the point of her
own wooden blade to the side of his neck before he even realized
what had happened.

Eric batted the weapon away.

“That’s not fair. She cheated,” he cried.

“Of course you would say that. You’re dead,”
Alex called out from somewhere in the crowd that had formed. The
laughter that followed did not improve Eric’s disposition.

Carter strategically stepped between Eric and
Kile. “How do you figure that?” he asked.

“She used her left hand. It confused me. How
am I supposed to fight against that?”

“You’re right. How do you fight against
something like that?” West asked as he looked over at Kile.

She was surprised, not by his words, but by
the look on his face. The condescending smirk wasn’t there anymore;
the air of superiority wasn’t there anymore. Could that actually be
a look of approval as West walked away?

“This isn’t over,” Eric said as he pointed at
Kile over Carter’s shoulder.

“You should get some new material. We’ve
heard it all before,” Alex shouted back.

 


Kile collapsed on her cot. She had a
headache, a pain in her side, a bruise on her legs as well as half
a dozen other places, and her right hand was splinted and bandaged.
Not bad for her first day at combat training. It could have been a
lot worse, but at least she was still breathing. Fortunately, the
bandages would only have to be kept on for a day or two, thanks to
Daniel. They were more for the peace of mind of the other healers
at the hall, than anything else. Although Master Bealer did voice
his concern about the delay of treatment, and even with Daniel’s
abilities, it would still need time to heal.

- Kile okay? -

She looked up to see Vesper sitting on the
small ebony box, on the dresser, and she could have sworn she saw a
look of concern on the yarrow’s face. It wasn’t that she didn’t
think he wasn’t concerned; it was just that she hadn’t thought she
could see an expression on a yarrow’s face.

“Kile’s fine,” she said as she dropped her
head back to her pillow.

Vesper leapt from the dresser onto her bed,
then climbed up onto her chest.

- Kile not fine -

“Well… as good as can be expected, then,” she
replied.

- Why do it? -

“Good question. I guess… because I have
to.”

- Why have to? -

“Maybe ‘have to’ wasn’t the right word, it’s
because I want to.”

- Why want to? -

“Because, I want to be a Hunter.”

- Why? -

“Because, I have to be a Hunter.”

There was a therapeutic quality to talking
with Vesper. He always seemed to get straight to the point. She
never did figure out if she was there because she wanted to be, or
because she had to be, a knocking on the door postponed that
debate. Vesper scurried back to his bottom drawer as Kile got up to
open the door.

“Kile girl, you in there?” she heard as she
reached for the door handle. She didn’t have to open the door. She
could pretend she was asleep, or pretend she wasn’t in. The idea
was tempting, but she opened the door anyway.

“What now, Alex?”

“Come on, we’re going to get some practice in
before the supper shift.”

“I don’t know,” she replied. The idea of
getting whacked around with a wooden stick a bit more wasn’t very
appealing.

“Come on, we need a fourth and Carter says
you need all the practice you can get,” Alex replied.

He didn’t wait for an answer; he was half way
down the hall expecting her to follow. It would serve him right if
she just went back to bed.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” she said
as she grabbed her hat and proceeded after him.

Alex headed up to the stables where the other
two were already engaged in a mock battle. Carter was calling out
attacks as he preformed them for Daniel to block. Kile stopped to
watch. Carter was good, a lot better than she was, but then anyone
was better than she was. Even Daniel was better than she was and he
didn’t like to fight. The real question was how good Carter was
compared to Master Boraro. It was a safe assumption that Master
Boraro had to be one of the best, otherwise, why would the Guild
appoint him as their Weapons Master.

“About time you guys got here,” Daniel said.
He waved off Carter’s next move. “I’m getting tired of getting hit
by him.”

“What? You want us to hit you instead?” Alex
asked.

“Train with Carter for a while,” Daniel said,
as he threw the practice sword to Alex. He turned to Kile. “How
about you?”

“I’ll watch,” she said.

“I meant, how are you? Is the hand okay?”

“It doesn’t hurt as bad as it did this
morning, if that’s what you mean.”

“He didn’t have to do that, you know.”

“Yes, he did,” she replied as she sat down
against the wall of the stable. “He was sending a message, one that
I received loud and clear.”

“And what message was that?” Daniel asked as
he took a seat beside her.

“That I’m not welcome here,” she said, but
there was more to it, a lot more. It was one thing to have a
grievance with a student that shouldn’t be admitted, it was another
thing to try to remove that student’s head with a wooden stick.
There was something more going on with Master Boraro and she would
have to find out what it was, if she wanted to survive.

Watching Alex spar with Carter didn’t help
her get a better understanding of swordsmanship, as she had hoped.
Alex was anything but a swordsman, but she had to admit he had a
rather unique defense, he never stopped moving. Boraro did say the
best defense is never getting hit, and Alex took it quite
literally. He was running around so much that Carter couldn’t hit
him even though he tried, but for all the moving, Alex wasn’t
landing too many shots of his own.

“He’ll tire himself out eventually,” Kile
called out.

“That’s what I’m waiting for,” Carter
replied, but he wasn’t really. Carter was biding his time. He saw
the movements, calculated how fast Alex was going, and struck out
just in front of the boy. Alex ran face first into the outstretched
wooden blade and fell flat on his back.

“Hey, you cheated, that’s not a proper
attack,” he shouted from the ground.

“That’s not a proper defense,” Carter shot
back.

Alex jumped to his feet, not once, not twice,
but three times. Three Alexes faced off against one Carter.

“Now who’s cheating?” Carter said as he fell
into a defensive stance.

Kile had to admit that the two illusions Alex
created were difficult to tell from the real Alex. It was an
impressive trick and Kile wondered how Boraro would have handled
something like that. The appearance of one Alex was enough to make
grown men cry.

As she watched Alex’s new technique unfold,
which wasn’t much different from the old one, except now there was
three of him, she realized that he had made one slight error. It
might not have been so much an error as it might have been a
consequence of the illusion. The problem was that the shadows
didn’t match. They were pretty good in respect to detail, but one
of them was darker than the others, which meant that illusions
couldn’t cast shadows and that the shadows, themselves, were also
illusions. Of course, she had no evidence to base this assumption
on, and she was about to mention this to Carter, but thought better
of it. She would keep that little secret to herself in the event
that she had to spar with Alex some time in the future; besides, it
was fun watching the otherwise unflappable Cater become
flustered.

The illusions and Alex moved individually
around Carter, surrounding him. She could tell Carter was
monitoring his defensive circle, as Boraro had instructed, by
keeping all the Alexes outside the perimeter, but he was minding it
too much. If he had been paying more attention to his opponent, or
in this case, his opponents, he may have noticed the
inconsistencies in the shadows as well.

Alex one made his move, coming in from behind
with a mid level thrust and Carter spun to parry, but his blade
passed through his attacker. This gave the second Alex, the real
Alex, a free shot at Carter’s now exposed back. Carter was still
the faster and this time, the two wooden blades clashed as he
easily knocked it aside, but before he could counter, Alex
retreated outside the circle and began to run around Carter with
his two counterparts.

“This is like a shell game,” Kile remarked in
disbelief. She never thought she would see a duel quite like this,
or that a duel like this, was even possible.

“He’s good at this. He’ll wear Carter down,”
Daniel explained.

This time, two Alexes jumped in at one time,
but Carter could only defend himself against one. Kile could have
told him which one was the real Alex as she watched the shadows,
but Carter chose the wrong Alex and was rewarded with a shot to his
backside, a favorite target of the smaller boy. The Alexes
retreated back outside the circle and started to shuffle again.

“How long can he keep that up?” she asked
Daniel.

“Quite some time,” he replied. “He’s not
nervous. He’s having too much fun. It’s only when he gets nervous
that he tends to lose his concentration.”

The Alexes stopped and this time all three
broke the circle. Carter chose the wrong Alex again, and got hit
for his mistake. Kile could clearly see the frustration on the
larger boy's face.

“So, this is how you want to play?” Carter
ginned, and then vanished.

It was something that none of them had
expected, least of all Alex. Carter was there one moment, and then
he was gone. Alex stopped and his two illusions vanished as
well.

“What just…”

Before Alex could finish speaking, he was
knocked to the ground and Carter reappeared, his blade pointing at
the smaller boy’s throat.

“I think I won.”

“That was so cool,” Alex said with a grin as
Carter helped him to his feet. “When did you learn that?”

“I said I learned something better than
illusions.”

“You have to teach me how you did that,” Alex
demanded.

“Maybe, if you behave.”

“You can become invisible?” Daniel remarked,
getting to his feet.

“It's something Morgan’s been teaching me.
It’s like creating an illusion around yourself. To tell you the
truth, this was the first time it really worked, but I can’t keep
it up for long, not yet anyway,” Carter said as he wiped the sweat
from his brow. “So Ki, you want to give it a try?”

“Turning invisible? Can’t do it,” she
replied, shaking her head.

“I meant, sparring.”

“You still up to it?”

“Of course I am. I need someone to give me a
challenge.”

“You’re not gong to vanish on me are you?”
she asked as she took the sword from Alex with her left hand.

“Not unless you give me a reason to,” he
grinned. “We’ll work on your defense; it would appear you need
it.”

The sword was lighter and shorter than the
ones they used during class. It still felt awkward, but at least
she could swing it better.

Carter called out his attacks as he had done
with Daniel earlier. It gave her a chance to study his motion, his
footwork, and the position of his hands on his sword. Knowing what
the attack looked like before he landed it, she was able to set
them aside with ease. When he was sure she had the basics down, he
changed tactics and went on defense. He told her which attacks to
use so that he could make sure she executed them correctly. This
went on, back and forth for a few minutes until Kile felt she was
getting the hang of it, and only then did she realized Carter had
stopped calling out his attacks. It was the same thing she had done
with Eric, once she no longer had to worry about the pain in her
hand, she could concentrate on her opponent. The concept of the
defendable circle was completely lost on her and she never really
saw the point of it if you could read your opponents moves.

“This is booooooring,” Alex called out from
his seat against the wall. “I came to see a real fight.”

“I think Eric and his cronies are practicing
over by the dinning hall if you want to join them,” Daniel
replied.

“I said I came to see a fight, not be in
one.”

“I’m not ready for a real duel,” Kile
admitted as she broke off her attack to catch her breath. She took
off her hat and wiped her brow.

“I don’t know. You did pretty well against
Eric,” Daniel replied.

“That was sheer luck.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Carter added. “You
somehow predicted his moves and countered, and of course, fighting
left handed didn’t hurt. I think that really threw him off.”

“Well, maybe, but he had no real… skill. He
was just all power and no finesse.”

“That’s all combat really is, just
overpowering your opponent,” Carter replied.

“There has to be more to it than that.”

“No, not really, you want to give it a
try?”

“What, my finesse against your power?”

Carter didn’t answer; he just took a
defensive stance and saluted his opponent. Kile took her position
opposite him.

“I don’t think this is a good idea guys,”
Daniel injected.

“I think it’s a great idea,” Alex said as he
leaned forward.

“Carter, watch out for her hand. I don’t want
to have to mend it again.”

They faced one another, slowly circling,
keeping each other outside their defendable circles. This would be
the battle that never ends, she thought as neither one of them
wanted to go on the attack. She had no plans of continuing this all
through the night. She initiated her first attack, not the overhead
power play that everyone seemed to like, but a fast low thrust. She
was surprised on how close she got before he knocked her weapon
aside. He countered with his own attack, something faster and
harder. She blocked it with ease and managed to surprise herself as
much as she surprised him, however, she didn’t follow through and
he was able to attack again, and again. As Carter had said, it was
all about power and he was throwing his entire weight into each
attack. She managed to deflect most of them, although one did get
through, catching her on the side of the leg. She took the hit and
spun into his circle. She came in on his left side, something a
right handed opponent wouldn’t have done. He wasn’t able to get his
blade up in time and had to throw himself backwards out of the way
or take the hit upside the head. She came in again, keeping on his
left side, forcing him to block across himself.

She knew he was pulling his punches, since
she had left herself exposed on more than one occasion and she had
overshot on a few. There was no way she could match him blow for
blow, but she concentrated more on him than on the elusive
defendable circles that she was supposed to maintain. His movements
were easy to read. He had shown them to her enough times and she
could counter them now with ease, but she just never managed to
follow through and that was what her downfall. Carter kept
realigning himself and she was forced to constantly move to his
left side. It was clear by the way he was standing that he had
trouble defending from the left.

“You got him on the run now, Kile girl.”

She heard Alex call out. It was kind of
uplifting to have a cheering section.

“Now turn invisible Carter and whack
her.”

Of course it was a fickle cheering
section.

They kept up the dance for a little while
longer, neither one really gaining the upper hand. Kile knew that
Carter could have won anytime and was only prolonging the fight to
give her the practice that she needed, or perhaps he just delighted
in tormenting her. Of course, that was before he vanished.

It was a dirty trick and it might have been a
dangerous move. It was one thing for him to vanish against Alex
because he knew what Alex could, or couldn’t do, but he had no idea
what her Edge was. As it was, her Edge wasn’t very effective in
combat situations so he was fortunate in that respect, but she
wasn’t beaten yet. Unlike Alex, who just stood there in awe, Kile
knew what was coming and kept moving. Carter could only keep his
invisibility going for a short period of time, so she just had to
outlast him. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t noticed it before, when
he was sparring with Alex, but she knew where he was. He wasn’t
there, but he was, or at least she could see him, although she
really couldn’t. It was something of a feeling she had, and she had
learned to react on those feelings. So when the invisible Carter
launched his attack, she easily set it aside. He took three more
shots at her and she set all three of them aside and even launched
a counterattack that missed him, but still caught him off
guard.

“How in the name of Aru did you do that?”
Carter asked as he reappeared.

“Trade secret,” she grinned. She wasn’t going
to tell him because she wasn’t really sure herself. “Well, this has
been fun, but I want to get cleaned up before supper,” she said as
she tossed the wooden sword to Daniel. “I’ll see you guys
later.”

“That was freaky,” Alex whispered when he
thought she was out of earshot. “I couldn’t see you at all.”

“She saw every move you made, before you made
it,” Daniel added. “You shouldn’t have gone so easy on her.” He
laughed.

“That's just it, I stopped going easy on her
half way through; I was just trying to keep myself from looking
like a fool.”

“Maybe she lied to us and she’s already a
Hunter,” Alex remarked. “You know, a spy from the Guild to see how
well the Academy is doing.”

“I think they would have sent someone that
blended in a little better,” Daniel assured him.

“You think she’s had training before?” Carter
asked.

“You saw her performance with Boraro, maybe
she’s just a fast learner.”

“That was really fast.” Carter laughed.

Nobody saw Luke disappeared into the
shadows.
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They continued their education with the
wooden swords for the better part of the month, and although Master
Boraro didn’t single Kile out every day, he did make it a point to
assign her partners that were less than easy on her. The problem
was that she never had the same sparring partner twice. Just as she
started to learn one person’s routine and how to effectively
counter it, Master Boraro would switch her to another cadet and she
would have to start all over again. If she didn’t know better, she
would have thought he was deliberately trying to confuse her,
although she could understand the practicality of it. It wasn’t as
if she was going to fight the same person in every battle she was
ever going to have. Then there were the injuries. She wound up with
more cuts, scrapes, and bruises than the entire class combined. Not
only did she break her fingers again, but her foot as well, as one
rather large and aggressive sparring partner stomped on it during a
somewhat heated exchange. To add to the suffering, he then punched
her in the face, breaking her nose. Needless to say, it was not one
of her better days. If nothing else, she was getting to know the
healers quite well. She was also developing a rather unique trait;
she could spar with both her left and her right hand equally
well.

The problems really started to add up after
the fourth week, when they switched from wood to steel. Kile had
just started to get used to the wooden blade, and even learned to
compensate for its awkwardness, when Master Boraro decided that for
the next couple of weeks they should get familiar with the real
thing. The new practice swords were standard issue long swords,
about thirty six inches of blunted steel, and weighted about five
times that of the wooden sword. Kile didn’t have the strength to
wield it effectively or have the stamina to wield it for long, and
soon she found she was on the losing end of more and more battles.
Even with Carter sparring with her after class and sometimes well
into the night, she was still lagging behind the rest of the cadets
in skill. It wasn’t that she didn’t know the moves, and she was
getting better at reading her opponents. She just couldn’t swing
the sword fast enough or with enough strength to do any real
damage. Most of her opponents would just step out of her way and
let the full momentum of her blade throw her off balance. There
were more times than she cared to admit that she found herself
looking up at her sparring partner from the ground when they had
never touched her.

What really added insult to injury was that
Alex was doing so much better with the real weapon, even though he
was smaller than she was.

As spring rolled into summer, the topic on
everyone’s mind, including Kile’s, was the talk of leave. The Guild
was preparing for the Gathering, a time were Guild officials from
the different provinces, as well as some of the more notable
Hunters, would return to the Academy to relay what was happening in
the far corners of the kingdom. The Academy resides within the
province of Azintar. It had always been considered neutral ground,
not that there was any real conflict between the Guild halls to
warrant such an action. It was, more or less, tradition, as the
Gathering usually convened at the Academy, for as long as any of
the members cared to remember. During that time, no classes would
be held and the cadets were allowed, in fact they were encouraged,
to return home, which was the last thing Kile wanted to do. It
wasn’t that she didn’t miss her mother and her brother, but the
thought of going home was actually depressing, not to mention the
fact that she didn’t really want to see her father again. Her
departure, now almost one year ago, had left some rather frayed
edges between them and she didn’t think she could go back to that
environment, not now at any rate. Of course it could have a lot to
do with the way she left. When she finally left Riverport on that
day, she knew, in the back of her mind, that she would never
return.

Daniel, Alex, and Carter were all going home
on leave, which meant she would have no allies, no one to spar with
or talk to for the duration of the summer; of course Eric was also
going home, which did improve the situation. If nothing else, she
always had Vesper, unless he was planning on going home too.

“Hey, slowpoke, what’s taking you?”

Kile looked up to see Alex already at the
bottom of the hill. They had finished their breakfast, and now it
was back to the List. Sure, he could be in a rush to get there; he
didn’t have somebody trying to take off his head every day. She
filed into the field and stood among the rest of the cadets and
looked with dread as Master Boraro came strolling across the List
towards them, followed by his little toady Master West. As he stood
before them, she realized he wasn’t carrying his sword, as he had
for the last couple of weeks, instead he was carrying something
different.

He took his place before the cadets and
waited. He never had to command them to come to attention. The
sight of him standing there with that grim expression on his face
was enough to drive them to silence.

“This…” he said as he held the new weapon up.
“… is a crossbow. This is the range weapon of choice for the
Hunter. Some of you may be familiar with it; some of you may have
never seen one of these before. Easy to carry, easy to use, just
load and shoot, not even you cadets can screw this up. I thought it
would be a good idea to introduce you to this weapon prior to you
leaving this summer.”

There appeared to be a general approval over
this, not that Master Boraro cared what the cadet thought.

“There are two types of crossbows” he
continued. “The two foot crossbow or, more commonly referred to as
the heavy crossbow, and the one foot crossbow, or the light
crossbow. As a Hunter you will be using the light crossbow. They
are easier to carry, and easier to conceal.”

Boraro gripped the crossbow with his left
hand, and grabbing the string with his right, he pulled it back
until it locked into place with an audible click. Master West
handed him a green fletched bolt from the bundle that he held. He
dropped it into the crossbow, turned away from the cadets, and
without even aiming, fired it at a target thirty feet down the
field. It struck nearly dead center. Even Kile had to admit it was
an impressive shot. He turned back to the cadets and handed the
weapon off to West.

“As you see, quite simple. You will now be
divided into groups. Each group will be given a crossbow. Upon my
command you will load the weapon, you will then wait for my second
signal. When it is all clear and when I tell you to, you will fire
the weapon, hopefully at the target, and then hand it off to
another member of the group. You will continue to do this until you
have actually hit the target. Once you have hit the target, you
will step back from the group and the group will continue without
you. This way… we will be able to weed out those that do not have
the skill to handle even a crossbow. Do I make myself clear?”

He was answered with a collective “Yes Sir”
although there were a few dissenting voices in the back that either
went unheard or were ignored.

Being divided into groups meant that Kile
wasn’t going to enjoy this class any more than she had enjoyed the
others, as Master West and Master Boraro began sorting through the
cadets and placing them into small groups of five or six. West
directed her to the far end of the field where five boys fought
over one crossbow. Two of the boys she was not familiar with and
only knew them by name, although she’d had the misfortune of
sparing with both of them. Charles was a thin blonde haired boy
with a rather bad complexion and Kevin was a short cadet with dark
brown hair who, Kile would have sworn, sported some uhyre or valrik
blood because of his crooked nose and deep set eyes. The other
three, she knew all too well. Murphy, who in all honesty, hadn’t
given her too much grief lately, stood to one side and didn’t look
as if he really wanted to be there either. Rodger Thees was a
rather aggressive young man who enjoys breaking things like her
foot and her nose. And of course, who could forget Eric, who
watched her with a sly grin on his face. She suddenly had the
feeling that she was being set up.

You might as well just shoot me now because
nothing good is going to come of this.

“I’m firing first,” she heard Charles say as
she got closer. He was trying to wrestle the crossbow away from
Kevin, who was not inclined to give it up. Kile decided that
silence was her best defense, maybe they wouldn’t even notice her
if she just stayed quietly in the background.

“You’re going to break it if you keep doing
that,” Rodger said, and then punctuated his statement with a closed
fisted strike to the top of Kevin’s head. The shorter, dark haired
boy quickly released the weapon.

“Boys, boys,” Eric started to say as he stood
between them. “Surely we can solve this like gentlemen.”

Eric solving something like a gentleman was
like Boraro giving Kile a compliment, it just didn’t happen, and if
it did, it could only mean trouble.

“What are you talking about?” Rodger asked as
he snatched the crossbow out of Charles’s hands. The tall, thin boy
thought better than to try to get it back. Roger easily outweighed
him, but then Roger easily outweighed most of the cadets and
possibly a few of the staff.

“Ladies first, of course,” Eric replied as he
took the crossbow from Roger and turned to where Kile was standing.
He held it out to her, the sly grin never leaving his lips.

Every warning system in her head was going
off. Eric never did anything without a reason, and kindness was
just a means to an end for him. At this point, the little voices in
her head screamed at her to run, but that would have been too
extreme. Instead, and against her better judgment, she slowly
reached out to take the crossbow from Eric’s outstretched
hands.

When he released it to her, it was like
another warning sign going off. This one was pretty loud, almost
drowning out all the others, but she had to ignore it. She was in
no position to do otherwise. She had expected, and actually hoped,
that he would have snatched it back at the last moment, and then
laughed in her face. Childish, yes, but that was the extent of
Eric’s cunning. He was not one for elaborate schemes. It would all
have been over and done with quickly and she could suffer through
the rest of the lesson in silence.

Her hands gripped the crossbow and she found
it to be a lot heavier than she had anticipated. She had almost
dropped it. Wouldn’t that have made Eric’s day?

Kile looked over the crossbow. She had never
seen one up close, let alone used one. It was just another
overweight, awkward weapon, she told herself as she took her place
on the line that had been marked in the sand. A score of bolts were
sticking up out of the ground beside her. Each one was about a foot
long with a black shaft and green fletching. She waited with
trepidation, trying to figure out just how the crossbow worked when
Master Boraro took his place beside the range. She could hear the
snickering from the boys behind her. If nothing else, that should
have been third and final warning sign, and unfortunately, she had
to ignore it.

“Load your weapons,” Master Boraro bellowed
from his place at the side of the range.

That was easier said than done. Kile looked
up and down the line of cadets. It wouldn’t do her any good to ask
the boys in her group for assistance. They would either refuse to
help or the information they provide would be less than
accurate.

The crossbows had been specially designed for
first year cadets, in other words, novices. Each was fitted with a
loading stirrup, something that was only seen on the heavy
crossbows. Kile watched as other cadets took advantage of this
feature. It seemed simple enough as she set the stirrup on the
ground and stuck her foot through it. Now it was just a matter of
locking the string in place. Grabbing it with both hands, she
pulled as hard as she could. It wasn’t as easy as Master Boraro had
made it out to be, but she finally managed to lock it into the nut.
It didn’t exactly achieve the same audible click he had, it was
more like a clack, or possibly a clunk, but then she had to use
both hands where he’d only used one. She carefully selected one of
the green fletched bolts, although she really wasn’t sure what she
was looking for, and loaded it into the conveniently located slot
on the crossbow. As Master Boraro said, even cadets couldn’t screw
this up. As she lifted it to take aim there was a snap, the bolt
was gone, and somebody screamed really loud.

 


The knock on the door was something she
hadn’t expected. When you’re confined to your cell, you don’t
usually receive visitors, and if it was the warden with your
sentence, they don’t usually knock. Probably just one of the boys
harassing her, she thought as she tried to ignore it.

She sat on her bed, curled up in the corner
staring at the small black ebony box that sat on her dresser.

“It’s all your fault,” she told it, although
she wasn’t sure why it was the box’s fault. It really had nothing
to do with the incident, she just needed someone or something to
blame, and there was nothing else available. Of course, if the box
had the decency to have been damaged in the entry examination when
she fell on it, then she wouldn’t be sitting here right now,
waiting to be expelled, or worse.

The knock came again. A persistent, but
courteous warden she thought as she climbed out of bed. She took a
moment to look out the window and try to compose herself. The sun
was still up and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It was the
perfect day. Even the weather was mocking her.

She took a deep breath, pulled open the door,
and expected the worst, what she found was Daniel.

“You can’t be here,” she said as she pulled
him inside and quickly looked out into the hall. When she was sure
there was no one else around, she closed the door. “What if someone
saw you? Do you want to get expelled too?”

“No ones getting expelled,” he said.

“Why, what have you heard?” she asked, her
hopes momentary rising.

“Well… nothing at the moment. I mean there
was a lot of yelling and arguing in Oblum’s office, but I’m sure
you’re not going to get expelled for this.”

So much for rising hopes, she thought as she
crashed back onto her bed and curled up in the corner again.

“I don’t know about where you come from, but
I pretty sure that shooting the instructor is something that they
frown on,” Kile replied.

“It's not like you did it on purpose, and at
least you didn’t kill him.”

“No, I just shot him in the ass. I’m sure
they’re just arguing over what reward to give me. Look, you better
go; I don’t want you to get in trouble too. I’m supposed to be
confined to my cell. I’m pretty sure that means no visitors.”

“You shouldn’t be alone right now, and I’m
not too worried about getting in trouble. Master Bealer has
mentioned more than once how important a healer is to the
Guild.”

“That’s just it, isn’t it? It’s all about
special treatment; the only difference is what side of the coin
you’re on. They don’t want to lose you, so you can break the rules;
they want to get rid of me, so anything that I do will be used
against me.”

She looked over to where Daniel was sitting.
He had come here to cheer her up and she had managed to depress
him.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to
blame you. It just… I don’t know. I’m just tired. Maybe I should
just take the walk and make it easy on everybody.”

“Yeah, you could,” Daniel replied. “But why
stop there?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why not go all the way? Why not just admit
that they won, that they were right, that girls can’t be Hunters,
that you can’t be a Hunter. Do you realize that if you become a
Hunter, then more girls will be willing to take the test, more
girls will be willing to join the ranks. You would be a role model
for millions of girls all over Aru, just like Erin Silvia is.”

“Thanks, just what I need, more pressure.”
She groaned.

“Sorry, but it is true. If you quit now, they
were right.”

“That’s just it, they are right. How can I
become a Hunter when every little thing I do wrong is blown out of
proportion and ultimately turned against me? Okay, maybe shooting
Master West in the ass was not a little thing, but still, if I was
a boy, do you think they would be in there having this
discussion?”

“Probably not. They would have thrown you out
already.”

“Really?” she asked.

“How should I know? I didn’t write the Guild
laws.”

“Quitting would probably look better than
being thrown out anyway.”

“I’m not too sure about that.”

“Think about it. Would you prefer to hire
someone who quit the Academy for, say, personal reasons, or someone
who was thrown out of the Academy for the attempted assassination
of a staff member?”

“What do I do?” Daniel asked.

“What do you mean, what do you do?”

“I mean, where do I work? If I worked for the
Assassin’s Guild and I were hiring, then that’s one thing, but if I
worked for the merchant’s Guild, then it’s an entirely different
story.”

“No, it’s not. You can keep the reasons that
you’ve quit, to yourself, you can’t very well keep the reason why
you got expelled a secret.”

“Oh, so you’re talking about lying, living a
false life. Is that what you really want?”

She never answered the question as a noise
from the corner of the room caught her attention. Vesper had
returned and climbed up the side of the dresser to sit upon the
small ebony box.

“Where have you been?” she demanded. She was
a little annoyed with the yarrow not being there when she needed
him the most.

-Out.-

“Yeah, I figured that much,” she replied.
“Roaming around the kitchen, looking for food again, no doubt.”

-Fat man’s room.-

“Kile, are you okay?” Daniel asked. There was
a definite note of concern in his voice.

“Fat man’s room,” she replied.

“I think I should probably get somebody,”
Daniel said as he started to get to his feet.

-Want to help Kile, went to fat man’s room,
listened.-

“Wait a minute,” she said a she waived Daniel
to sit back down without looking at him. “What do you mean fat
man’s room?” she asked Vesper.

The yarrow leapt from the top of the dresser
to the bottom of her bed and scurried up to sit in front of
her.

-Loud fat man, noisy, yells a lot-

“Oblum… you were in Oblum’s office. You heard
them arguing? What did they say… who was there?”

-Loud fat man-

“Yeah, I got Oblum, who else?”

-Tall, mean man.-

“Tall, mean man?”

There were a lot of them at the Academy,
there was Boraro, West, even Voreing, although she didn’t know why
he would be there.

“Kile, I think I better get Master Bealer,
you seem a little… confused.”

“Daniel, sit down and be quiet for a moment,
please.”

It may have been the way she said it, but
Daniel quickly took his seat and watched her nervously. Normally
she wouldn’t try to carry on a conversation with Vesper while he
was there, though there was that time after the Winter’s Feast, but
Daniel never brought it up and she had been quite happy to pretend
it never happened. She was sure it was in the back of his mind, but
right now she needed to know what had gone on in that office.

“Vesper, can you show me?” she asked. He had
showed her the sights of the compound before, why not this?

-Show you.-

Kile closed her eyes and tried to relax, but
it was a bit more difficult knowing that Daniel was watching. She
quickly fell into her Edge, as Vesper gave her the rodent’s eye
view of Oblum office.

 


She couldn’t tell where in the office, she
was, but never having been in the office did hinder her ability to
locate any reference points. She was on the floor, that much was
clear, and there were huge wooden pillars on either side of her,
rising up to what appeared to be a flat ceiling. It took her a
while to realize these pillars were actually the legs of a chair,
and from her vantage point, she was looking up at the side of a
desk and at the large, fat man that Vesper had descried so
accurately. Oblum was standing, red faced, clenching the infamous
green fletched bolt in his hand. He slammed it on the desk,
knocking over a few books in the process, one of which came very
close to flattening Vesper, who retreated back further under the
chair. Boraro was standing beside Oblum with a wide grin on his
face. If he was happy then she was in trouble. West was also
standing off to one side, but then the man couldn’t sit very
comfortably after the wound he received. There were a few other
people in the room, but Kile couldn’t see who they were from where
she was. All she knew was that they were all wearing boots and had
legs.

“She’s out of here. She’s been trouble from
day one,” Oblum shouted as he took his seat behind the desk and
disappeared from Vesper’s sight. She could still hear the fat man
breathing hard.

“If we intend to carry on a serious
discussion, then we mustn’t exaggerate,” someone said from the far
right corner of the room. Kile never heard that voice before, so
she wasn’t sure if he was on her side or not.

“It was an accident, clear and simple. You
can’t make something more out of this to suit your own agenda.”

That was a woman’s voice, which could only
mean Erin Silvia was at the Academy. It was rumored that she was
coming to the Gathering. Kile knew that Erin would stand up for
her, or at least she hoped so.

“I’m not too sure about that,” Boraro said as
he stepped forward. “There is definitely a violent streak in that
girl. She has Orseen blood. I’ve seen her during combat training.
If we give her the opportunity and the skills, there’s no telling
what she is capable of doing. I said it from the beginning that she
is just not suited to be a Hunter.”

“That’s just it, isn’t it? You never wanted
her to be a here in the first place. It’s not because of some
fictitious violent streak, it’s because she’s a farm girl of Orseen
decent from one of the lesser provinces. It’s this damn elitist
club all over again,” Erin replied.

“Okay, fine, I’ll say it, the Hunter’s Guild
has lost its reputation over the years, and we cannot keep having
every mother’s son enrolled here just because they pass some damn
entry examination. We have to be more selective about who we allow
in and who we allow to graduate. Every Hunter out there is a
representative of this Guild. If we start sending out peasants and
farmers and… her kind, what image does that send to the people? How
much faith will they have in the Guild? There was a time when the
title of Hunter stood for something.”

“Yeah, it stood for integrity, honesty,
trust. What do you want it to stand for?” Erin asked

“All I’m saying is, how do you have trust in
a Hunter who was a… a farmer or a peasant or a…?”

“A female?” Erin finished.

“Yeah, okay, a female. How can you trust a
Hunter who’s a female or worse yet an Orseen?”

“I’m not sure when the connection between
status and honesty was made. In my opinion, I would be more
inclined to have faith in a peasant than a nobleman,” the voice
from the corner of the room added.

“It’s more than just honesty. A Hunter has to
deal with people from all walks of life. Do you really think a lord
is going to listen to a peasant?”

“So what you’re saying is, in order to be an
effective Hunter, you have to have a pedigree, you have to have
status, social standing, money,” Erin replied with a note of
contempt.

“Exactly!” Boraro exclaimed.

“I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way.”

That voice came from just above Vesper’s
head, another voice she recognized, but what was Master Adams doing
there?

“According to the Guild laws set down by the
Guild centuries ago, status, race, religion, nationality, and even
sex have no bearing on who becomes a Hunter. The peasant and the
lord are seen as equal, something that we have failed to
accomplish,” Master Adams finished.

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Oblum
asked.

“It means that we have gone out of our way to
make life miserable for this child based upon the fact that she
doesn’t fit with your ideals of what a Hunter should be, and with
the other hand we have allowed certain undesirable elements into
the Academy simply because of their social status.”

“That is outrageous, and I will not have my
reputation or the reputation of this Academy sullied by those
words,” Oblum said, rising from his chair, his purple face peering
over the top of the desk once again.

“I don’t think Master Adams meant anything
like that, Sir Oblum,” Erin replied as she tried to calm the big
man down.

“On the contrary, that is exactly what I am
implying. She may be a peasant’s daughter, she may even have Orseen
blood, a simple farm girl from some place that none of us would
have heard of and probably wouldn’t know if we passed through one
day, but she’s far from foolish. She knows.”

“Knows what?” Erin asked.

“Knows that she’s not wanted here.”

“If what you say is true,” the voice from the
corner replied. “Then why stay? What would she gain from staying in
a place that does not want her? A place that brings her so much
misery? An organization that truly does not want her to become a
part of it?”

“It’s simple, Folkstaff, she wants to be a
Hunter, and in my opinion, she’s the only one out of these new
recruits that shows any true promise.”

“Oh come on,” Boraro said, throwing his hands
up, “The only reason she’s here is because certain members of the
Guild want her here. It’s some kind of publicity stunt or
something.”

“Is that your vote then, Adams, you wish for
her to stay?” Erin asked.

“If it means anything, then yes, I would vote
for her to stay,” Adams answered.

“Regrettably, it’s not up to Master Adams,”
Oblum replied “This matter is too grave to be solved within the
Academy. It will have to be brought before the council.”

“Are you serious?” Erin asked. “It was just
an accident; you really want to take this as far as a trial?”

“Nobody said anything about a trial. They
will come and investigate the allegations, and if they feel it
warrants going further, then yes, it will go to trial. It’s out of
my hands, Erin. When the council heard what happened… they were
concerned.”

“Why would the council be concerned over
something like this?”

There was a long drawn out pause before Oblum
answered her question.

“You’ll probably find out about this at the
Gathering, but there’s been trouble along the western border, and
we’ve lost a few Hunters. The council believes that there may be a
plot to bring down the Guild.”

“And they think Kile’s a part of that
plot?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Boraro added.

Oblum raised his hand to silence the Weapons
Master.

“Any aggressive activity against a Hunter or
the Guild in general will be suspect.”

“That’s ridiculous. This wasn’t an aggressive
act… it was a simple accident.”

“Ridiculous as it may be, cadet Veller is to
be kept in confinement until the council can weigh all the
evidence. If she is innocent of an aggressive act, then it will be
determined whether or not she should be expelled from the
Academy.”

“And when is this to occur?” Erin asked.

“The council members should be here within a
couple of days, for the Gathering. Until then she will be kept in
her room with a guard on the door.”

“You can’t do this, Oblum.”

“I’m sorry, Erin, it’s out of my hands. There
is one other thing… you can’t have any interaction with cadet
Veller.”

“Why? Does the council think I’m in on the
plot as well?”

“It’s for your own good and for hers, as
well,” Oblum replied.

“What does the Guild Master think about
this?” she asked.

“As of right now, we haven’t been able to get
a hold of him.”

“No surprise there,” Boraro commented and was
again silenced by Oblum’s hand.

“Maybe someone should go and find him,” Erin
said as she pushed passed Boraro and stormed out the door.

“I guess that’s the end of the meeting,”
Folkstaff replied as he rose from his seat in the corner and walked
passed Vesper’s hiding place. Kile had wished she could have gotten
a better view of the Hunter, but all she could tell was that he
wore a pair of light tanned boots. Boraro and West followed
Folkstaff out of the office, leaving only Master Adams and Sir
Oblum.

“Rafael, I want you to set a watch on
Veller’s door. She is to have no visitors and she is not to leave,
you will also arrange for meals to be taken to her by the kitchen
staff.”

“Yes, of course, sir. The guard… should it be
one of our own?” Adams asked.

“No, get a guard from the city watch. The
last thing we need is to get the Son’s of Terrabin involved… and
Rafael, make sure they understand that she is not a dangerous
criminal.”

“Of course, sir. I hope it was worth it.”

 


Kile broke the connection with Vesper and
stared at the yarrow for a while longer. This was a lot worse than
she actually thought. They weren’t treating this like a simple
accident; they were treating this like a crime. If she is found
guilty of an aggressive act towards another Hunter, even if West
wasn’t technically a Hunter, she could be facing some serious
charges.

“Kile, are you alright?” Daniel asked.

“It’s going before the council… it might go
to a… a trial or something.”

“What is?”

“This whole crossbow incident. They think I
may be connected to some plot to bring down the Guild.”

“Oh come on, that’s ridiculous.”

“That’s what Erin said.”

“How do you know this?”

“Vesper showed me. According to Oblum there
have been some problems along the western boarder and they lost
Hunters. The council believes that there is a plot to bring down
the Guild and my little accident has raised some suspicions.”

“And you got all this from a yarrow?” Daniel
asked as he eyed the rodent.

“It’s a bit hard to explain, and I don’t have
much time. Master Adams will be here shortly with a guard to post
outside my door.”

She wasn’t sure how long it took for Vesper
to get back to her, or how long it took for him to relay the entire
conversation with her, but she was sure that Master Adams had
enough time to employ a guard from the city watch and would already
be on his way.

“Look, I don’t want to tell you that I think
you’re being paranoid, but you’re being paranoid. The Guild
wouldn’t go as far as that, is it possible that you just… imagined
it all. Maybe…”

A knocking on the door stopped Daniel in mid
sentence. Kile slowly pulled herself from her bed. He was earlier
than she had expected. She opened the door to let a somber Master
Adams in, but he did not come alone. A tall man in light armor,
wearing the colors of the city, stood just outside in the
hallway.

“Cadet Leary, I did not expect to see you
here,” Adams said upon seeing Daniel standing off to the side of
the room.

“Sorry sir, it's just that I…”

“No need to explain,” he said, holding up his
hand, then turning to Kile who waited for his verdict. “Cadet
Veller. I’m sorry to tell you that the entire matter has been
passed to the council. In two days time there will be a review of
the evidence. If they feel that there is any chance that this
wasn’t an accident, it will go to trial. If you’re found innocent
of any aggressive action they will still have to determine if
you’ll be allowed to stay at the Academy or be expelled.”

Even though she knew what he was going to
say, the words still stunned her. As long as she was listening into
the conversation, it didn’t feel like they were talking about her.
Now there was no doubt it was directed at her.

“Sir, you said ‘if they find her innocent.’
What if they find her guilty?” Daniel asked.

“I seriously doubt it will come to that,”
Master Adams replied, although Kile could tell that he was worried
about it. “The real issue here is that although you will more than
likely be found innocent of an aggressive action, the likelihood
that you will be allowed to remain at the Academy is slim. It’s
just… not good publicity.”

“Yes, but if she’s innocent of an aggressive
act, surely they will let her stay.”

“Unfortunately, there are still the lesser
charges of carelessness or incompetence. Normally it would warrant
a simple punishment, but under the circumstances, I’m afraid that
expulsion may be their only option.”

Either way it was over. Her chances of
becoming a Hunter were gone. She had almost made it through one
year and now they were telling her that there was no chance of her
staying.

“Isn’t there anything we can do?” Daniel
asked.

“I wish there was, but the reality of the
situation is that it will come down to personal testimony as there
is a lack of any real evidence.”

“Which means I’m as good as gone either way,”
she said.

With Boraro and half the cadets never wanting
her here in the first place, personal testimony wouldn’t be very
positive. They would say anything to get rid of her. Even Boraro
claimed that she had a violent streak. What more would an
aggressive action require?

“Do you think Erin will find Master
Latherby?” she asked.

“I really don’t know. Guild Master Latherby
has a way of disappearing when you need him the most, but also a
way of appearing when you least expect it. If anyone can put a stop
to this before it get out of hand, it’s him, and if anyone can find
him, it’s Erin,” Adams said, then stopped and looked at her
curiously.

“How did you know that Erin Silvia was going
to look for the Guild Master?” he asked. “I never mentioned it and
she only made the decision about an hour ago.”

“Lucky guess?” Kile replied.

“You also didn’t seem very surprised when I
came in here, or when I told you what the committee had
decided.”

“Another lucky guess?”

Adams looked over to Daniels, who held his
hands up.

“Don’t look at me, sir. I was here the whole
time.”

“Yes, very well… let’s hope your luck holds
out,” Adams replied as he motioned for Daniel to leave the room. “I
am sorry about this, Kile. I wish it could turn out better,” he
said as he closed the door behind him.

 


 


 


***~~~***


 


 


 


17

 


Kile sat on her bed, curled up in the corner
eating the last of her peppermint imps, an open book lay beside
her, but she was in no mood to read. The idea that a group of
people, of whom she knew none, were going to decide her fate
because of an incident they never saw was rather unnerving. She
still hadn’t found out what would happen to her if she was found
guilty. It was not as far fetched as Master Adams had led her to
believe. If the entire trial was going to be based upon the
personal testimony of her peers as well as the staff, it wasn’t
going to be in her favor. She was not naive enough to believe that,
and if they did find her innocent, they would still have to decide
whether or not to allow her to continue at the Academy. There was
little chance of that happening. The only solution she could come
up with was to agree to take the gate of Pudora, the walk of shame,
to quit the Academy. That way they wouldn’t have to go through the
embarrassment of a trial, and as Master Adams had alluded to, she
was going to be expelled anyway.

In spite of what Daniel said, she was sure it
would be easier to get a job after quitting the Academy as opposed
to being thrown out of it. The stories were that many cadets, who
couldn’t hack the Academy life and were never meant to become
Hunters, were readily accepted into the military. Could she
actually live a military life? It was an option, but was it an
option she was willing to take? If she had another year at the
Academy, she was sure she could land a job as a merchant guard, at
least then she would be able to see the world. The last thing she
wanted to do was to return home with her tail between her legs. It
would have been one thing to fail the entry examination and be told
you weren’t good enough, but it was quite another to actually be
one of the few to make it into the Academy, only to be thrown out
over something that she had no control over.

As she sorted out her bleak future, there
came a knock, but not on the door. It was on the window shutters.
Kile crawled to the end of her bed and pulled open the shutters to
find the top of Daniel’s head. He quickly turned around when he
realized the window had been opened.

“Get out of here,” she told him in as quiet a
voice as she could. He was risking his own career as a Hunter just
talking to her.

“Look, we have an idea,” Daniel said as he
tried to calm her down. “Carter thinks that the crossbow may have
been tampered with.”

“I’m sure they checked that already,” she
replied as she started to close the shutters.

“That’s just it, nobody did.”

Well, that didn’t make sense. How could you
have an accident with a piece of equipment, and not check the piece
of equipment that the accident occurred on?

“That's impossible, how come…”

The newly installed latch on the outside of
her door rattled. Kile quickly moved away from the window, grabbed
the book that lay open on the bed and started to read out loud. The
door opened and the guard looked in. He didn’t enter the room, he
never did, he just scanned the room from the hallway. When he was
sure that there was no one else there, he fixed his gaze on
Kile.

“Are you alright?” he asked her. He was a
sympathetic guard, rather young with a kind face, as much as she
could see through the open-face helmet that he wore. There was a
familiarity about him that she couldn’t place. She had never seen
him before, but she felt she did. He probably just reminded her of
the guard that helped her back in Littenbeck.

“Oh… sorry,” she said as she closed the book.
“Sometimes if I read it out loud it makes more sense.”

The guard looked at her and then at the
window with the shutters still half opened. If he knew what was
going on, he was very good at keeping it to himself.

“You may want to keep it down a bit,” he said
as he pulled the door closed.

She waited until she heard him pull the
deadbolt before returning to the window. When she pulled open the
shutters, it wasn’t Daniel she found, it was Alex, and it wasn’t
just his head, it was his whole body. He was being hoisted through
the window by Carter and Daniel. Kile wasn’t sure if she should
help pull him in or push him out.

He came through the window, landing rather
noisily on the floor and put a finger to his lips to silence her,
as if it was she that was making all the noise. He pointed towards
the window and motioned for her to get going. She was already
expelled, what else could they do to her? Her only fear now was
bringing everyone else down with her.

She climbed out the window and dropped to the
ground just as she heard the door to her cell being opened. She
knew the guard’s head would be popping into the room to find out
what all the noise was about, she held her breath and waited for
the alarm to sound.

“Everything okay in here?” she heard the
guard ask.

“Yes,” she heard herself answer in a rather
monotone voice. Kile looked at Daniel and Carter for an
explanation, but both were holding their breaths and staring up at
the window. There was a prolonged silence before they heard the
door close again, then they both let out a sigh of relief.

She was about to ask what was going on, but
Daniel held up his hand to keep her quiet. A few minutes later,
Alex’s cloak came out the window, and Daniel motioned for her to
put it on. Before she could, a white furry shape leapt from the
windowsill and landed on her head, then crawled down to sit onto
her shoulder. If she hadn’t gotten used to Vesper by now, the
sudden appearance of a yarrow on her head would have freaked her
out.

-Help you.-

Those two words meant a lot.

She draped Alex’s cloak around both of them
and he nestled beside her neck, hidden within the lining of the
hood. The tickling of his furry little tail at the nape of her neck
was a bit distracting. She knew she would have to find better
accommodations for him to ride along in the future.

Daniel grabbed her arm and led her away from
the window and towards a more secluded area behind some of the
overgrown shrubs that lined the front side of the dorms.

“I can’t believe he pulled that off,” Carter
said shaking his head. “I was sure he would foul it up.”

“Tell me about it,” Daniel laughed
nervously.

“Why don’t you tell me about it. What’s going
on?” Kile asked. “And what is Alex doing in my room?”

“The less you know about what Alex is doing,
the better off you’ll be,” Carter replied.

She wasn’t sure if Carter was referring to
Alex’s part in this little scheme, or the fact that the boy was
alone in her room. Neither scenario was very comforting.

“Carter believes that the crossbow you used
may have been damaged, or probably tampered with, and if that’s
true, it would prove it was an accident and there was no aggressive
action, carelessness, or incompetence involved. Technically, you’ll
be in the clear.”

“And you said they didn’t check the crossbows
after the accident?”

“Right,” Carter added. “After the incident
Master Finds collected all the crossbows and returned them to the
armory, including the one you used. Nobody even saw it after that.
Since then the armory has been closed off.”

“So they just assumed that I shot Master West
deliberately,” Kile concluded. It was an outrageous concept, but it
was the most popular one going around.

“Something like that.”

“And how is this going to help me?”

“Simple. We find the crossbow you used during
class, and if it was tampered with, we give it to Oblum and you’re
in the clear.”

“Assuming that he doesn’t expel all of us for
breaking confinement, breaking into the armory, stealing weapons,
and I’m sure he could figure out a half dozen more charges to throw
at us,” Carter added.

“Thanks, it’s nice to know that it’s not only
my butt that’s on the line,” Kile replied. “How are we going to
know if the crossbow was tampered with?”

“As you know, my father was a blacksmith. He
made thousands of these weapons for the Callor Militia. I used to
help him assemble the crossbows.”

“So, what am I doing here?” Kile asked. Her
involvement only heightened the risk if the outcome wasn’t
successful. If they got caught without her they could get off with
a warning or possible some form of punishment within the Academy.
They get caught with her and they were sure to get expelled along
side her.

“You’re here because you’re the only one that
can identify the crossbow you used.”

“I can?”

“You better, otherwise this is all for
nothing,” Carter added.

“We’re not getting anywhere standing here,”
Daniel said as he stepped out from behind the shrubs.

With all lessons and Academy activities
placed on hold due to the Gathering as well as the crossbow
incident, as it was being referred to, an impromptu ball game
between the second year and the third year cadets had started up in
the List. With nothing else to occupy their time, most of the
students went to watch, and it was what Daniel was counting on.
When he was sure that nobody was looking in their general
direction, he waved Carter and Kile out.

Kile pulled the cloak’s hood lower over her
head, much to Vesper’s dismay. She tucked in any of her stray hair
that was sticking out and followed Cater across the compound as
quickly as possible while not looking too suspicious. Of course,
walking across the compound with the cloak pulled around her and
the hood up over her head in the middle of the summer was
suspicious enough.

“I have to ask,” Carter started as he walked
along side her. “Did you know that you have a rat on your
shoulder?”

“No, I hadn’t noticed,” she replied.

“Will you two keep it down?” Daniel hissed.
Now that the plan was actually underway, she could tell that he was
getting nervous. Was it possible that he wasn’t so confident on the
needs of a healer at the Academy?

They were only half way across the compound
when Daniel cursed under his breath. Kile turned to see what the
problem was and echoed his choice of language. Master Boraro had
caught sight of them and was now heading in their direction. The
single mindedness and tenacity of this man would indicate that he
had been watching Daniel for some time, waiting for him to try
something. They didn’t know whether or not he had actually seen
Kile with them, but they weren’t going to wait around to find
out.

Kile pulled the hood even tighter around her
face as the three of them changed direction and headed towards the
stables. If they could get in there before he stopped them, then
she might find a place to hide. If only she had Alex’s gift with
illusions or even Carter’s invisibility, she could avoid being
seen.

The Weapon’s Master took long strides across
the compound and caught up with them quicker than they would have
liked.

“What's going on here?” Boraro demanded.

Daniel motioned for them to keep moving as he
stopped to delay this unforeseen obstacle.

“Afternoon, sir,” he said in his most
courteous voice.

He stopped and looked past Daniel to where
Carter and Kile were still making their way up the hill towards the
stables.

“Why aren’t you boys over watching the
game?”

“We’re not really interested in the game,
sir,” Daniel replied as he casually stepped in front of Boraro, a
poor attempt to block his vision since the man towered over the
boy. “Is something wrong, sir?”

“Who’s that with Cadet Hausman?”

Daniel turned to see who Boraro was referring
to, although he already knew.

“Who’s that, sir?”

“That’s what I’m asking, Cadet Leary. Who’s
that with Cadet Hausman?” Boraro asked again as he side stepped
Daniel. “You there, under the hood, what’s your name cadet? Show
yourself.”

“Oh, him, that’s just Alex, sir. You know,
Cadet Bartlow.”

Boraro held his position for a while, staring
at the back of Kile’s head as she continued to follow Carter up the
hill. She could feel his eyes burning into her. There was no doubt
in her mind that he knew it was her.

“A little warm to be wearing his cloak, don’t
you think?”

“Well, you know cadet Bartlow, sir. He’s not…
really all there, he’s… a little strange, sir. He tends to do
strange things now and then.”

He’s not buying it, Kile thought.

“Does he now?” Boraro replied with a softer
voice. “So what are you boys up to?”

“We were thinking of getting in some sparring
practice, sir. Alex needs all the help he can get.”

“Sparring?” Boraro repeated as he seemed to
weigh the matter in his head, “Yes, of course, excellent, I won’t
keep you then,” he took one last look at Kile, turned and started
back down the hill, but he wasn’t heading back to the game. His new
course was leading him directly towards the dorms.

“That’s torn it,” Kile said as she peeked out
from under the hood. There was no doubt in her mind, she knew
exactly where Boraro was heading.

“Nothing we can do about that now,” Daniel
replied. “Let’s just hope that Alex is up to the challenge.”

“Yeah, you never did tell me what his part in
this was.”

 


Boraro stepped through the front doors of the
cadet’s dorm. It’s been a long time since he walked these halls.
They seemed so much larger back then, but that was another
lifetime. He could recall every one of his Academy days, and the
last thing he wanted to see was his Academy being disgraced by the
type of Hunters that have passed through the western gates
recently, or maybe the ones that threaten to pass through in, say,
two more years. Not if he had anything to say about it.

It wasn’t difficult to find cadet Veller’s
cell, it was the only one with a guard posted at the door. He could
have confronted her friends out in the open, forced that kid to
remove his hood, or should he say, her hood. Did they really think
that that lame disguise was good enough to fool him? Of course, if
it really was Cadet Barlow under there, then he would have looked
foolish. They would argue that he was being prejudice again the
girl. He had nothing against her, only that she should never become
a Hunter. Girls were never meant to be Hunters, peasants were never
meant to be Hunters, Orseen were never meant to be Hunters, so it
was obvious that an Orseen peasant girl was definitely never meant
to be a Hunter. It was only a matter of time before the members of
the council would come to the same conclusion, and if they didn’t,
then the Sons of Terrabin would have to persuade them, one way or
another. If the Hunters were ever going to be a successful force in
the Kingdom of Aru again, then they would have to be more selective
about who they allow in. The entry examination wasn’t enough.

He got to Kile’s door and reached for the
latch when the guard grabbed his wrist. He had a surprisingly
strong grip for a young man.

“Do you know who I am?” Boraro asked as he
pulled his arm back.

“No, sir. I can’t say that I do,” the guard
replied, but in such a way that he clearly didn’t care either.

“I am Garrett Boraro, scourge of the black
water pirates, holder of the Cross of Aru, Certified Level One
Hunter and Weapons Master at this Academy.”

“Nice to meet you, sir, I’m Bob,” the guard
said, and even extending an open hand. Boraro just stared at it
with contempt. He would not debase himself by shaking the hand of a
lowly city guard.

“I’ve come to see the prisoner,” he said.

“Technically she’s not a prisoner since she
hasn’t been charged with any crimes. She is however being confined
which means no visitors and no exceptions.”

“Obviously you care very little for your
career.”

“You are correct, sir. As a matter of fact, I
always wanted to be a tailor like my father, but I just didn’t have
the knack for it. I spoke with a sergeant down at the recruiting
station one day, they can be very persuasive you know, and before I
knew it, they had me in armor and on the walls defending Azintar.
I’m not even sure if I went through basic training.”

“It has come to my attention that the
prisoner may have escaped. Does that change the facts any?”

The guard thought for a moment, then shook
his head.

“No, sir, I don’t think so, sir.”

“You could be guarding an empty room.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time, sir,” he
shrugged.

“All I want to do is to take a look to see if
the girl is still in there.”

“Ah well, we can do that, sir,” the guard
said as he pulled the latch. “But you can’t visit with her.”

“I have no intention of visiting with her,”
Boraro replied through clenched teeth as he waited for the guard to
open the door.

“Is everything okay?” The young man asked,
poking his head into the room.

Boraro pulled him aside and threw open the
door, slamming it against the wall. Kile was sitting on the bed
reading her book when she suddenly looked up at the Weapons Master
standing in the doorway. She didn’t say anything, she just sat
there staring at him with a rather vacant expression.

“Sorry for this intrusion,” the young guard
spoke over Boraro’s shoulder. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes,” she replied in the same monotone
voice.

“You haven’t been out and about the compound
today have you?” The guard asked.

“No,” Kile replied

“There you are, satisfied now?” the young man
asked as he reached in and started to pull the door closed. Boraro
slammed his hand against the door to hold it open.

“Something’s not right here,” he said as he
turned to Kile. “State your name girl.”

Kile just stared at him.

“I said state your name,” Boraro demanded
again. He started to take a step into the room, but the guard
yanked him back and pulled the door shut before the man’s foot ever
touched the floor.

“I said you couldn’t visit her.”

“I wasn’t visiting, I was questioning.”

“You attempted to enter the room, which
constitutes a visit. You could easily ask questions from the
doorway.”

“Fine, I’ll ask questions from the
doorway.”

“Sorry, too late now, I don’t trust you.”

“Look-”

“I’m sorry… Boraro was it? Certified Level
One Scourge of the Black Water Hunters… or something like that. My
orders are quite clear: nobody visits the girl without the
headmaster’s permission. If you have a problem with that, take it
up with him.”

“Maybe that’s what I’ll do,” Boraro replied
as he stormed off.

 


“Locked!” Carter swore as he tried the door
to the armory again. “They never locked this door.”

Kile watched the end of the hall nervously.
“They do now,” she said. She was sure Vesper could find a means of
getting in, but it wouldn’t help them and she doubted the yarrow
could open the door even if he was on the other side. Maybe if he
was joined by a few thousand of his relatives, but that would
surely raise some suspicion.

“Let me have a try,” Daniel said as he
finally caught up with them. He was carrying what appeared to be a
water skin. “I may have an idea.”

“I’m not exactly thirsty,” Carter
remarked.

“It was something that Morgan showed me,
although I don’t know if it will work.”

He removed the metal cap of the water skin,
stuffed the end into the lock, and then squeezed the bag. Kile
wasn’t sure what he was trying to accomplish, but if it was making
a mess he was succeeding. Water began to seep from the handle and
down the face of the door. He handed the empty skin to Carter, then
placed both of his hands on the lock before falling into his Edge.
Within moments there was an audible click and the door swung
open.

“How’d you do that?” Carter asked.

“It’s like healing a broken bone. Once
everything is wet enough, I just manipulated the water.”

The armory was lit by the windows high on the
southern wall, as they cast down square columns of light into the
center of the floor. The walls were lined with just about every
weapon Kile could ever imagine, from the wooden practice swords on
one side to rows of pikes and bardiches on the other. There were
even a few weapons she had never seen before. Daniel stayed out in
the hall while she and Carter entered. He led her to the back of
the room where an entire section was dedicated to a wide variety of
crossbows in every size imaginable. Some were small enough to be
fired with one hand and a few were so large that she was sure she
wouldn’t even be able to lift them.

“Now what?” she asked as she looked over the
racks of weapons. She had only held the crossbow for a short period
of time, just long enough to get her into trouble. She couldn’t
even remember what the weapon looked like, let alone pick it out of
a line up.

“We find the right one… somehow. I guess I
never considered that there would be so many.”

“What? Did you really think it was going to
be sitting on a table in the middle of a room all alone?”

“It would have been easier, wouldn’t it?”
Carter replied. He reached out and grabbed one at random. “This
one?” he asked.

“No,” she replied.

One down, ten thousand more to go.

“It’s your crossbow, you find it.”

“I held it for what, ten minutes?” she
snapped.

“Long enough to shoot Master West.”

“That was uncalled for.”

“Hey, you guys, I think someone’s coming,”
Daniel called from outside the armory.

Kile began to quickly sort through the
crossbows, but it was no use. She really didn’t bother to examine
it all that closely when she took it from Eric. All she wanted to
do was shoot it, and get off the line. She knew certain details
which did help narrow the search, but there were so many to look
through that she was beginning to doubt even those details. The
entire plan was slowly falling apart.

“Any luck?” Carter asked.

She picked up two crossbows, but neither one
of them was the right one, although one was closer than the other.
Why was it close? There was nothing physical that reminded her of
the one she was looking for, but there was definitely something
there.

-Kile smell.-

Vesper said as he jumped down from Kile’s
shoulder and ran along the top of the rack.

“Thanks a lot,” she replied. It wasn’t her
fault that she hadn’t been able to shower since she was placed in
confinement.

-Kile smell.-

Vesper said again, and she realized that the
yarrow wasn’t telling her she smelled but that she should smell.
Since she didn’t have any ideas of her own, she sniffed at the two
crossbows that she held. She wasn’t sure what she smelled, or how
she smelled it, but she was sure that there were similarities.

“I think I can find it,” she said slowly as
she picked up yet another crossbow and gave it a sniff. “But you
can’t laugh,” she told Carter.

“Why am I going to...?” he stopped when he
saw her sniffing the weapon in her hands. “What are you doing?” he
asked.

“I don’t really know,” she replied.

“Heads up, guys, Boraro’s back,” Daniel
called from the hall as he pulled the door closed.

“I thought getting rid of him was too easy,”
Carter remarked. “Whatever you’re doing, do it faster.”

Daniel was leaning against the wall when
Master Boraro came down the hall. He stopped and looked at the door
to the armory, then at Daniel.

“What are you doing in here, cadet? I thought
you and your friends were… practicing.”

“We are, sir.”

“Here, in the great hall? Do you think that’s
appropriate?”

“No, sir.”

Boraro made a show of looking up and down the
hall. “I can’t seem to see them anywhere. Where are your friends,
cadet, especially your little friend… cadet Bartlow? I would like
to speak with him.”

“Carter and Alex… went to see the mystic. I’m
waiting for them to return.”

“Are you now? Why didn’t you go with
them?”

“I didn’t want to, sir.”

“You didn’t want to.”

“No, sir, I believe they share a common Edge
and Morgan wanted to teach them a new technique.”

Boraro wasn’t paying much attention to
Daniel’s story; he was still looking at the armory door, but mainly
at the water that had pooled around the base. He crouched down and
placed his hand in it and Daniel would have sworn that the water
began to move.

“Do you know what my Edge is, Cadet?”

“No, sir.”

“It’s knowing when I’m being lied to,” he
said as he suddenly pushed Daniel out of the way and threw the door
open with so much force that it shook the weapons in the racks.
Boraro walked in and quickly scanned the room, but beyond the
weapons, the room was empty.

“What are you looking for, sir?” Daniel asked
from behind him. “Maybe I can help you.”

“The day I need help from the likes of you,
they’ll be laying me in my grave,” he mumbled as he walked between
the rows of weapons.

She was up to something. He just had to
figure out what it was. He walked up and down the aisles, looking
at the weapons but not really seeing them. Everything seemed to be
in order, nothing out of place. The windows were much too high for
anyone to have climbed out and the racks too narrow for anyone to
hide behind.

“Are you sure there is nothing I can help you
with, sir?” Daniel asked. He was as surprised as Master Boraro to
find the room empty, although he tried not to show it.

Carter stood between Boraro and Kile. His
illusion of invisibility was enough to keep them both hidden as
long as he faced the Weapon’s Master and Kile remained behind him,
but that wasn’t going to be easy. Kile was now on all fours
sniffing the weapons rack like a hunting dog on a scent trail, and
as she moved down the rows Carter was forced to keep up. This meant
walking backwards without taking his eyes off the Weapon’s
Master.

Master Boraro walked the length of the racks
again, this time coming within inches of Carter. He could see the
anger rising in the man’s face. Just when he thought the Hunter was
going to reach out and grab him, Boraro turned around and left the
room, followed by an equally confused Daniel.

“Where did you say your friends were?” Boraro
asked.

“The last I knew, they were heading towards
Morgan’s tower,” Daniel replied.

Boraro pulled the armory’s door closed and
left Daniel standing against the wall. Daniel had never given much
thought to Master Boraro’s Edge, but clearly it was not of the
fact-finding kind, and he couldn’t really tell if he was being lied
to. Daniel followed the Hunter a little ways down the hall until he
was sure that the man was actually leaving and had no intention of
coming back anytime soon. He ran back to the armory and slowly
opened the door.

“It’s clear,” he called out.

Daniel watched as Carter slowly reappeared.
Kile was still on her hands and knees. She grabbed one of the
crossbows.

“This is it, this is the crossbow I used,”
she said with excitement as she held the weapon up.

“You found it?” Daniel replied, sounding more
surprised than anything else. “Are you sure? How do you know?”

“Don’t ask,” Carter remarked as he took the
weapon from Kile. “We should get out of here fast.”

They left the armory pretty much as they had
found it, except for the now-missing crossbow and the puddle of
water by the door, but if it hadn’t bothered Boraro, it wasn’t
going to bother them.

Kile disappeared back under her hood as the
three of them headed towards the stables. They needed a place where
they wouldn’t be disturbed so Carter could examine the weapon in
more detail. They were running out of time and she wasn’t sure how
long Alex could keep up whatever it was he was supposed to be
doing. Boraro was already suspicious and probably already knew that
she was out of her cell even if he hadn’t been able to prove it
yet. She may not have liked the man, but she had to admit that he
had some intelligence. It was only a matter of time before he was
able to put all the pieces together and figure out exactly what was
going on.

They reached the stables and tried the north
doors. Much to their surprise and relief, they were not locked.
They weren’t sure how they were going to explain this to Luke, or
how understanding the stablehand would be, but fortunately he
wasn’t anywhere to be found as they entered the stables and pulled
the doors closed behind them. Kile welcomed the darkness as the
doors closed. The place was cool, an oasis from the summer sun.

Daniel retrieved a lantern from the wall and
quickly lit it as he set it down on one of the work surfaces. She
watched as Carter held the crossbow up to the light and turned it
over in his hands a few times, mumbling to himself. She wasn’t sure
what he was looking for, if he was looking for anything in
particular, but then to her the crossbow looked just like every
other one she had seen in the armory. Was she really sure that this
was the same weapon? She couldn’t explain how she knew, or why the
odor of that crossbow seemed so familiar, or why she was even able
to detect the odor in the first place. It was not something that
she had ever done before and now that they had the weapon in their
possession, she could detect no scent on it whatsoever. The
ability, if she could call it an ability, was gone, and now she was
starting to have her doubts about whether or not she actually
sniffed out the right one.

“So, what do you make of it? Was it tampered
with?” Daniel asked after Carter had a few moments to examine the
weapon.

“Actually, it’s just what I figured. See
this,” he said, referencing a point on the crossbow. Kile wasn’t
sure what he was pointing at, but nodded nevertheless.

“Somebody removed the tension spring; these
things don’t just fall out. Without that there was no way to keep
the trigger under tension. It's no wonder the bow misfired. I think
it was just bad luck that it went off when it did.”

“So it was just a fluke that it hit Master
West.”

“That’s what I think,” Carter replied.

“That’s why Eric wanted me to fire first; he
knew it would go off without warning. He must have removed the pin
before he gave it to me… right?”

“If you knew what you were doing, yes,”
Carter replied, “But let’s face it, Eric’s no genius. I doubt if he
would know what to do. I don’t really think he would know his way
around a crossbow; it’s beneath him. Who else was in that
group?”

“Let me see, beside Murphy and Eric, there
was Roger, Charles and Kevin.”

Carter quickly looked up when she had
mentioned Charles, the tall, thin blond haired boy with the bad
complexion.

“Charles Banes?” He asked.

“I don’t know. Sir names didn’t exactly come
up in the conversation.”

“Would he know how to rig a crossbow?” Daniel
asked.

“Bane’s father is a crossbowman from the
Blackmore province.”

“So we take this information to Oblum and
she’s in the clear.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be that easy,”
Carter replied. “Just because we have a crossbow that’s been
tampered with, and a name, we have no real evidence. This could be
anyone’s crossbow, regardless of how Kile found it, and as for
Charles…” Carter just shrugged.

“Then we need a confession,” Kile chimed in.
She was not beaten yet. If there was just a glimmer of hope she
would embrace it.

“How do you plan on getting that?” Carter
asked. “I doubt if he’s going to come right out and tell you.”

“You get me Charles and I’ll get the
confession, but I’ll need a little extra muscle.”

“What muscle?” Daniel asked.

“Leave that to me and Vesper. Just bring
Charles here. I’m sure he’ll see things my way.”

 


It wasn’t too difficult finding Charles. The
problem was that he was surrounded by people, including Eric. It
would appear that Eric was keeping a rather close eye on the young
man, and that only confirmed their suspicions that Charles had
something to do with the so-called accident.

“Does he look a little nervous to you?”
Daniel asked Carter as they watched the blonde haired boy from the
doorway of the dinning hall. He was constantly looking around as if
he expected someone to be coming for him.

“It looks like our friend there is trying to
hide something,” Carter remarked

“The problem is, how do we get him away from
them?”

“That's the easy part. Create a distraction
and grab him.”

“Oh, it’s that easy, is it?”

“You just be ready to get him out of there
when the fireworks start,” Carter grinned as he slowly faded from
sight.

Daniel wasn’t sure what his friend had in
mind, and not being able to see him only made it more difficult to
know when the distraction was about to take place. He pushed
himself away from the door and slowly walked over to the hill where
Charles was watching the game, that is, when he wasn’t looking over
his shoulder. Eric and Roger sat just below him on the hill and
Murphy sat right behind him

Daniel picked a spot close enough to keep an
eye on the blonde haired boy, but far enough away so that he didn’t
spook him. He wasn’t sure what Carter had in mind, but he knew it
would probably be fast. He kept looking over to where Charles sat,
and that’s when he saw it. A small round pebble beside Murphy’s
right hand suddenly launched itself through the air and struck
Roger in the back of the head.

Roger quickly spun around, trying to figure
out what just hit him and where it came from. When he couldn’t
answer either one of those questions, he slowly and reluctantly
turned back to the game. Within a few minutes he was struck in the
back of the head again. This time the boy jumped to his feet.

“Who threw that?” he yelled as his eyes fell
on Murphy, the only other cadet unfortunate enough to be sitting
behind him.

“Threw what?” Murphy asked. It was clear that
he didn’t appreciate being accused.

“Someone just threw a rock at me.”

“Sit down, will you?” Eric ordered.

Reluctantly Roger returned to his spot on the
hillside, but no sooner had he sat down than another small stone
flew through the air and struck him in the back of the head. He
jumped to his feet again and spun around. This time Murphy’s hand
suddenly jerked up, holding yet another small stone. Murphy was
more surprised to see it happen than anyone. He just held his hand
up, staring at the rock that, for some reason, had suddenly
appeared there. Daniel was surprised that the boy didn’t drop it
when he realized what it must look like, but that was not Murphy’s
way of thinking, if he thought at all. Roger on the other hand was
thinking, and the only thoughts that came into that boy’s head were
those of the violent kind. He didn’t wait to see if Murphy had an
explanation for what had just happened, or why he had a rock in his
hand, he just launched himself at the other cadet, fist flying.
Murphy, never one to back down from a fight, was only too happy to
accommodate him.

It didn’t take long before the incident
escalated and the brawl soon became more interesting than the ball
game. Even the players joined the spectators to see these two boys
beat each other to a pulp. With the distraction well underway,
Daniel quickly moved into the throngs of spectators and grabbed
Charles by the arm.

“Somebody wants to speak with you,” he told
the nervous kid as he quickly pulled him out of the crowd.

“What are you doing? I don’t know nothing,”
Charles cried as he tried to pull away from Daniel, but when Carter
joined them, the boy was a little more cooperative.

“I don’t know nothing,” he kept
repeating.

“We’ll see about that,” Carter remarked as he
grabbed Charles’s other arm, and helped Daniel drag him across the
field towards the stables.

Even with the sun shining outside, the
interior of the stables was bathed in shadows. With the lanterns
extinguished, the only light came through the open hayloft door
high above, creating a perfect square on the straw covered floor.
This is where they dragged Charles.

“You can let him go now. I don’t think he’s
going anywhere,” Kile’s voice echoed in the darkness, and Charles
suddenly went limp.

They released the blonde haired boy together
and the cadet fell to his knees. Carter retreated to the stable
doors to make sure that they hadn’t been followed.

“You’re going to tell us what you know about
the crossbow,” Daniel demanded.

“I told you, I don’t know nothing.”

“That’s a shame,” Kile said as she stepped
out of the shadows. The boy suddenly went pale.

“You… you’ve been arrested.”

“Yes, a pity that,” she said, crossing her
arms. “But you’re going to tell me what really happened, aren’t
you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Well, that’s funny, because my new friends
here think you do,” she said with a slight grin.

Charles looked first at Carter, then at
Daniel.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he scoffed.
“Is this all you’ve got? What are they going to do?”

“Oh, I didn’t mean them. I mean these new
friends,” she said, and she lifted up her arms and on one side of
her Hunar appeared, and on the other side was Gorum, Oblum’s two
large black Shinar mastiffs. The blood drained from Charlie’s face
and what courage he felt at that moment quickly sank away as the
two monstrous dogs sat on either side of Kile. Even Daniel was
intimidated by the sight of the redheaded girl standing there,
flanked by large black dogs.

“You see, they don’t want to see me go, and
they have a feeling that you know more than you’re telling.”

“It… it was a... a joke, nobody was supposed
to get hurt. It was rigged to simple misfire… it was just to make
you look bad.”

“That’s a pretty bad joke,” Kile remarked,
and Hunar second that opinion with a low menacing growl.

“I’m sorry, I’ll do anything you want,
anything.”

“First, you’re going to confess to Master
Adams. You’re going to tell him exactly what you did and who told
you to do it. Believe this, if I get thrown out of here because of
a stupid joke you pulled, then there will be no reason for me not
to set my new friends on you. Do we understand each other?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Charles whimpered.

It was hard to determine who detected him
first as Gorum, Hunar, and Kile all turned around at the same time
to see Eric duck out of the back of the barn.

“Damn, that’s torn it,” Daniel replied. “He’s
going for Master Boraro.”

-I want him.-

Gorum told her.

Why not, she thought.

“Go for it.”

No sooner had she said the words than the
large dog shot out of the barn in pursuit of the boy.

“Daniel, take Charles and the crossbow to
Master Adams.”

“We have this covered. You get back to the
dorms before Boraro gets there. I don’t think Alex will be able to
keep him fooled, especially if he’s on to us.”

- I’ll walk you back. –

“No Hunar, stay with Daniel and help him get
Charles to Master Adams. If Charles doesn’t confess or tries to run
for it, eat him.”

-Really?-

There was a note of pleasure in the mastiff’s
question, a little too much pleasure for Kile’s comfort.

“Well… use your discretion.”

-Sure, sure, take all the fun out of it.-

Hunar approached Charles, who was staring
wide eyed with fear at the large dog. She wished that she could
wait around to see what Master Adams made of all this, but she knew
she had to beat Eric back to the dorms.

Kile went out the same way Gorum had. She was
forced to give the field a wide berth since the staff was now out
trying to break up the fight. Eric was well ahead of her, but the
boy never stopped to speak with any of the staff members. It wasn’t
that he didn’t want to, it was because Gorum was right on his
heels. Eric ran straight past Boraro and was heading for Oblum’s
office. He almost made it, but Gorum was quicker. The mastiff
plowed right over him, planting him face first into the dirt. Oblum
came running out of the office as he tried to pull his dog off of
Eric, but Gorum had other plans as he sat on the boy’s back,
refusing to let him up. Kile wanted to stay and watch, but when
Boraro joined Oblum, the two men together persuaded the mastiff to
move.

Kile reached her window, jumped up to grab
the sill, and pulled herself in. She hit the floor hard and quickly
got to her feet only to be greeted by another Kile sitting on her
bed watching her.

It was a strange sensation to actually look
at yourself looking at you. She cautiously walked around to the
side of the bed, all the while the other Kile staring at her with a
vacant expression. It was all a bit unnerving. She reached out to
touch her other self, and wasn’t sure what she would have done if
her hand had felt something solid. As it was, her hand passed
through the other Kile’s arm and she slowly faded away.

“Pretty good, huh?” Alex asked as he appeared
behind her. She quickly motioned for him to be quiet and Alex
clapped both hands over his mouth, but it was too late, the latch
of the door was lifted.

Kile pulled off Alex’s cloak and shoved it
under the blankets as she jumped into bed, sitting where the other
Kile had sat not too long ago. The guard poked his head around the
door and looked inside. If he had noticed anything different, he
didn’t show it.

“Everything okay?” He asked.

“Yes, sir,” Kile replied as she flipped the
page of her book.

He scanned the room once more, and then
closed the door. Kile breathed a sigh of relief. She quickly looked
around but couldn’t find Alex anywhere. She was sure he didn’t go
out the window, but she didn’t know if he had learned the
invisibility trick that Carter had.

“You still here?” she whispered.

“Yeah,” the wall whispered back.

It was a section of the wall that blurred and
became distorted as Alex appeared. He had created an illusion of
the wall and simply stood behind it. It was a pretty good trick,
considering she knew he was in the room and still couldn’t see
him.

“Boraro is probably on his way, so you better
get out of here,” she told him.

Alex nodded, not daring to actually speak as
he started to climb out the window.

“Alex,” she called out to him in a hushed
whisper before he disappeared. “Thanks, for everything.”

Alex gave her the thumbs up and was about to
descend when she called to him again.

“Alex.”

He was dangling out the window now, holding
onto the ledge as he looked at her.

“Don’t ever let me catch you making another
illusion of me again, you got that?”

She never got her answer as the voice of
Oblum was heard in the hallway.

“Guard, open this door immediately.”

Alex let go of the sill and all she heard was
the dull thud of him hitting the ground.

“Is there a problem, sir?” The guard
asked.

“We have reason to believe that the prisoner
is no longer confined,” Oblum replied.

“Sir, as I told your staff member,
technically she is not a prisoner, she is a detainee.”

“I don’t give a damn what she is. You will
open this door now.”

The latch on the door was lifted and the door
was pushed open. Kile looked up from the book she was supposed to
be reading.

“I assure you, sir, she never left this
room,” the guard replied. “As you, yourself, can plainly see,
sir.”

“There would appear to have been an error,” A
tall, lean man with a long braided beard and a large floppy hat
said from the back of the group that was now crowding her
doorway.

Boraro was the first to enter, this time the
young guard made no attempt to stop him.

“Obviously you are not aware of the skills of
the cadets here,” he said as he grabbed Kile by the arm. It was
clear that he had figured it out, or thought that he had figured it
out, that the Kile he spoke with was an illusion of sorts, but once
his hand clamped on the real Kile’s arm he quickly released it.

“What’s going on?” she asked as she pulled
back from the Weapons Master and gave her best frightened look to
Oblum.

“Yes, I would like to know that as well,” the
large fat man replied.

“It’s an illusion,” Boraro stammered.

“Clearly, it is not,” the bearded man said as
he stepped into the room. “Are you alright, child?” he asked
her.

“Yes, sir.”

“And your name, child?”

“Kile, sir, Kile Veller.”

He crouched down, placed his hands on the
floor and closed his eyes. She wasn’t sure what he was trying to
do, but whatever it was, it didn’t take him that long to do it as
he looked up at her. There was a strange look in his eyes, and she
had the feeling that this man now knew everything that had just
happened in that room.

“Have you left this room at any time today?”
he asked, without breaking eye contact.

“No, sir,” she replied slowly and hoped that
this man couldn’t read her mind. He looked at her for a few
moments, nodded his head, and then gave her wink.

“I see no deception in this cadet, nor does
this room tell me of any arts that may have been cast within it,”
he said as he stood up and faced Oblum. “Cleary, I think we have
another issue before us.”

Oblum looked confused. “What are you talking
about, Folkstaff?” he asked.

“Far be it for me to accuse anyone of any
wrongdoing, and since there is no evidence…”

“Get on with it man.”

“These accusations seem to be more… personal
than they should be.”

“What are you saying?” Boraro demanded as he
took a step towards the other Hunter. Kile thought that the
Weapon’s Master was about to swing at the bearded man, but
Folkstaff never flinched as he looked over Boraro’s shoulder to
where Oblum was still standing in the doorway.

“I don’t believe we should be discussing this
here,” he said calmly.

“No, I want to know. If you’re accusing me of
something.”

“It just appears to me that you have a
personal vendetta against this particular cadet. You claimed she
had broken confinement, and obviously she hadn’t, you insisted that
she was an illusion, and clearly she isn’t. You have made these
accusations without proof. Would you have been so eager to accuse
her, if she wasn’t of Orseen blood or a peasant’s daughter?”

“That’s outrageous; you’ve heard the account
from cadet Rimes. He saw her in the stables.”

“I heard a story from the cadet, but not one
that I am willing to take as truth. He has not told us why she was
in the stables or what he was doing in the stables, for that
matter. Perhaps that is where your illusion was and not here. And
what of Sir Oblum’s dogs?”

“What about them?”

“It has always been my belief that animals
are a good judge of character. The fact that Oblum’s dog attacked
cadet Rimes without provocation would have me doubt the validity of
his honesty.”

Boraro turned to the headmaster who stood in
the doorway. “Are you going to believe this, Oblum?” he asked
him.

Oblum looked at Kile for a few moments, as if
studying her for the very first time.

“There is a lot in what Folkstaff says,”
Oblum replied softly. “But I do not believe it should be discussed
here.”

“You’re going to side with him on this?”

“I don’t side with anyone Master Boraro, I
weigh the evidence as I see it, and clearly this accusation towards
the girl is unfounded. I would advise you not to say anything more
on the subject, at least until the Guild members arrive.”

Oblum stepped aside, a clear sign that the
conversation was over and that Boraro was to leave the room. The
Weapon’s Master gave one last look at Kile, probably hoping she
would disappear or fade from existence so that he would be
vindicated, but she remained solid.

“I do apologize for this, child,” Folkstaff
replied with a faint smile. “I hope to be seeing you soon.”

“Sir,” she called out to him. She wasn’t sure
what she was going to ask. She wanted to thank him for defending
her, she wanted to really thank him for lying for her, assuming
that he did lie for her. Of course, if he didn’t that would be
rather embarrassing. Now that he was standing there waiting for her
to say something, and she had nothing to say, that was rather
embarrassing too.

“Certified Level One Hunter, Robert
Folkstaff, at your service,” he replied, then tipped the brim of
his hat to her and walked passed Oblum back into the hall.

“As you no doubt know, members of the Guild
will be convening tomorrow evening to discuss your case,” Oblum
said once both of the men were gone. “If they feel there is enough
evidence, it could go to trial. Is there someone you wish for me to
get in contact with, a family member maybe?” he asked her.

“No, sir,” she replied.

“Nobody? You should have somebody here for
you.”

She just shook her head.

“As you wish,” Oblum replied as he pulled the
door closed.

Was that actually a look of concern on the
big man’s face? Did he actually regret the direction that this was
taking? She almost felt sorry for him.
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Kile wasn’t aware of how tired she was. After
Oblum and the others left and the room was once again her lonely
cell, she laid on her bed to think about the events of the day, and
to plan her future if things didn’t go the way she had hoped.
Somewhere between thinking and planning, she fell asleep. She
wasn’t sure when Vesper had returned, but when she woke up, he was
in his usual spot, curled up beside her on the pillow. She vaguely
recalled the guard looking in on her once or twice during the
night, probably making sure that she hadn’t disappeared while he
was on duty. It was a good thing he never came into the room to
take a closer look, since there was no telling what he would have
done had he seen the yarrow on her pillow.

It was well past dawn by the time she got up,
and she stared at the light that was now streaming through her
window. She had slept the night and most of the morning away, and
even though she had nothing to eat since yesterday afternoon, she
still wasn’t very hungry. If anything, she was worried. She should
have heard something by now, unless the plan went horribly wrong.
What if Charles hadn’t confessed? What if Master Adams didn’t
believe them? What if Hunar ate Charles? Actually, she wouldn’t
have been all that upset about the last part.

She crawled to the end of her bed to look out
the window, which was her only means of seeing what was going on,
but the compound appeared dead. There was no activity, nobody in
the field. Maybe they all went home on leave and forgot to
tell.

There was a soft knock on the door, which was
rather odd since everyone else just came barging in, except for one
person. She quickly leapt out of bed. The door should have been
locked from the outside, but it wasn’t, as she pulled it open. No
lock, no guard, only Master Adams standing alone in the
hallway.

“May I come in?” he asked. He didn’t appear
to be as solemn as he had the last time she had seen him. That
could only mean good news.

“Of course, sir,” she said as she stepped
aside.

“I’ve come to tell you that the charges have
been dropped, and you are free to leave your room whenever you
want.”

That was it, it was all over. One statement
and all is forgotten. How long had she been free anyhow?

“What happened, sir?” she asked.

Master Adams gave her that curious look, the
one that said, I’ll tell you, but I’m sure you know more than I
do.

“Don’t you know?” he asked.

“No, sir,” she replied, which really wasn’t a
lie. She only knew up to the part where Charles was supposed to
confess, beyond that she had no idea what had happened.

“It would appear that a young cadet by the
name of Charles Banes confessed. He took responsibility for the
incident. Are you familiar with him?”

“I know of him, sir, but I don’t really know
him.”

“He came to me yesterday with an outrageous
story and claimed he had to confess because he didn’t want to be
eaten by a dog. I had half a mind not to believe him and send him
to the healers for a psychiatric evaluation, until he told me about
the crossbow. I then took him to the council and he revealed
everything. It would appear that you were the unwitting target of a
practical joke. The fact that Master West was injured was never his
intent.”

“What now, sir?”

“For you… nothing. Once Guild Master Latherby
heard the confession he convinced the council that they would
appear foolish if they pursued the matter any further.”

“Guild Master Latherby is here?”

“He was. He appeared sometime yesterday
afternoon. As I’ve said, he often does appear without warning.”

“What's going to happen to Charles?” she
asked. In spite of the boy playing tricks on her that nearly got
her expelled, she didn’t really wish to see anything bad happen to
him. He was, after all, just an unwilling pawn in Eric’s game.

“Cadet Banes has been expelled from the
Academy. Whether or not the council will wish to follow up on
charges is entirely up to them.”

“Charges?”

She couldn’t help but feel responsible for
the consequences that Charles now faced. She knew he was in the
wrong, and she would have done anything to prove her innocence, but
she wasn’t going to lie to herself either. By forcing him to
confess she was putting his neck on the chopping block, but she
figured that once they heard the entire story, once the council
realized that there was no true malice involved, he would just
receive punishment. Expulsion seemed a bit over dramatic, even if
that was what they wanted to do to her, and the thought that he
could face further charges was just too much.

“It’s not your fault,” Master Adams said,
interpreting her prolonged silence.

“Isn’t it?” she replied. “I’m not so sure. If
I wasn’t here, it would never have happened in the first
place.”

“If you want to use that logic, then nobody
would take responsibility for anything. You could just keep passing
the blame down the line. You might as well say if Master West’s ass
hadn’t gotten in the way of the bolt, then this situation wouldn’t
have gone as far as it did. Cadet Banes chose the action and
therefore he must accept the consequences.”

“What about Eric, doesn’t he take any
responsibility for it?”

“Why should he?”

“It was his idea. He was the one that told
Charles to do it. Shouldn’t he be held responsible for
something?”

“What proof do you have, where is your
evidence?” Master Adams asked. She knew he wasn’t trying to defend
Eric, or make him out to be an innocent bystander in the incident.
He was only trying to show her the reality of the situation. It was
the evidence that freed her from blame and it was the lack of
evidence that freed Eric.

“Charles didn’t give him up,” she realized.
It was a bit too much to hope for. He told just enough to take the
blame from Kile, but not enough to implicate Eric.

“The council did feel that Cadet Banes didn’t
act alone. Let’s face it, he isn’t exactly the sharpest knife in
the drawer. But when pressured he refused to give any names. The
council had no choice.”

“But if the council knew?”

“Knew what? They gave him the option, he
chose expulsion.”

“As opposed to ratting out his so-called
friends.”

“It was his choice to make.”

“I suppose. Will the council go easy on him?
I know he was a jerk and all, but still, he really didn’t mean to
hurt anyone and he was only doing what Eric told him to do.”

“He withheld evidence, an act that could have
gotten you expelled, or worse. You could have been facing serious
charges if the council saw things another way.”

“But he confessed in the end. Surely that
means something?”

“Maybe, but only because he was scared he was
gong to be… eaten by a dog, although I’m not really sure where that
falls into his confession. The fact of the matter is if he was so
easily persuaded to commit a crime in the first place, what kind of
a Hunter would he be?”

“Well, I guess there’s that, and I can see
their point, but still… what if I spoke to the council, would it do
any good?” she asked.

Adams stopped and gave Kile a curious
look.

“You want to talk on his behalf after what he
did to you?” he asked her. Clearly this was not what he had
expected.

“If you think it will help.”

“I don’t think it will be necessary, since
the council has already reached its decision. I don’t really think
they’ll pursue it any further, but I’ll let them know. The fact
that you would be willing to talk on his behalf, may be enough,”
Master Adams replied. “If that is all, then I should be going.
There is still much to be done in preparation for the Gathering and
you still have your own preparation if you are planning to depart
this evening. The caravan shall be leaving for Littenbeck after the
supper hour.”

“I’m not going, sir,” she replied.

“Don’t you wish to return home, at least for
a couple of weeks?”

“There’s really no need, sir.”

“Surely you want to see your family? Your
friends?”

She just shook her head and Master Adams
looked at her with that same look of curiosity.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “Most cadets,
especially the first years, are so eager to return home, if just
for a little while.”

“I really have no reason to, sir,” she
replied, although it wasn’t exactly true. It wasn’t so much having
a reason as it was to the fact that she wouldn’t be welcome.
Leaving home the way she did, her father’s parting words made sure
of that.

“I see,” Master Adams finally said, and there
was a tone of pity in his voice, a tone that made her cringe when
she heard it. The last thing she wanted was to be pitied.

“If you require something to occupy your time
I have a few books that you may be interested in.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“If there is nothing else, then I should be
going. You will at least want to see your friends off.”

He was just about to step out into the hall
when Kile stopped him.

“Sir, there is one thing.”

“What would that be?” he asked.

“Well… it just… lately I’ve heard something,
but I don’t know what it means,” she said, fumbling over the words.
She wasn’t exactly sure what it was she wanted to ask him, or maybe
it was the fact that she didn’t really want to know the answer.

“And what is it that you’ve heard?” Master
Adams asked.

“What is an Orseen?”

The young Hunter’s face was unreadable as he
starred at Kile. After a moment he forced a smile and shook his
head.

“It’s nothing important.”

That wasn’t good enough.

“Sir, in the last couple of days, and on more
than one occasion, I have been referred to as being Orseen, or
having Orseen blood. I would like to know if I am being insulted or
not.”

His forced smile turned into a real one as he
laughed.

“I see what you mean,” he said. “Then you’ve
heard Master Boraro make reference to it.”

“It was difficult not to, sir,” she replied.
“He doesn’t seem to… like the Orseen very much.”

“I will not discuss what Master Boraro likes
or dislikes, but there is no shame in being Orseen or having Orseen
blood.”

“But I’m not Orseen; at least I don’t think I
am. My mother was born in the Shia province in the town of
Littletree and my father's family has always hailed from
Riverport.”

“That may be the case, but one would be hard
pressed to trace back the bloodline of a forgotten people. The
Orseen were nomadic, and it is said that they came from across the
wastelands ages ago, but not much was known about why they came, or
the places that they came from.”

“But who were they? What happened to
them?”

“Who they were is hard to say. What
historians know about them is very little and not very accurate.
They were a secretive race, keeping mostly to themselves, never
settling down in one spot for too long, at least not until the end
of the Mudd Wars.”

“What did they have to do with the Mudd
Wars?”

“Do you remember what you learned about the
Mudd Wars?” he asked as he raised one eyebrow and waited. The last
thing she needed now was a pop quiz.

She could recall the lessons that he taught
them concerning the history of Aru and although the Mudd Wars
played a part, they did not dwell on them. As far as she knew it
was an altercation between the long deceased Ogre race and the
border cities of Aru. That was when Catherine Y’lew defeated the
Ogre’s champion Grydusk, winning the right to treaty with the
Ogre’s chief. As far as Kile could remember, there was no mention
of the Orseen race.

“The Orseen people sided, not with the people
of Aru, but with the Ogres during the war.”

“They were traitors?” Kile asked. Now she
understood why being associated with the Orseen bloodline was an
insult.

“They weren’t exactly traitors,” Master Adams
replied, picking his words carefully.

“But they sided with the Ogres during the
war…”

“Yes, but you have to understand that the
Orseen were not of the people of Aru and therefore held no such
allegiance to the crown.”

“But to side with the Ogres…”

“It is believed by many scholars that the
Orseen were in fact… more…” he paused a moment, as if trying to
determine whether or not to continue, then he just sighed and
resigned himself to the worst. “That they were in fact kin.”

“They were… related. The Orseen people where
actually… Ogres, and Master Boraro claims that I am of the Orseen
blood line.”

“No, that’s not exactly true. The Orseen race
is closer to being… an offshoot of the Ogre race.”

“So I’m only half an Ogre. Oh, no wait, the
Orseen were half Ogre, so half Orseen and half vir so that makes me
what, a quarter blood Ogre.”

“Vir?” Master Adams flinched at the use of
the word. “Look Kile, nobody is saying you are anything more or
less than who you are. You yourself claim that you have no Orseen
blood in your family, and even if you did, that bloodline would be
so thin now that there would be little, if any, connection with the
Ogres of old.”

“If that’s so, then why does Master Boraro
claim that I am Orseen?”

“Master Boraro is…” Adams held himself in
check as he took a deep breath. “Master Boraro has his own
opinions, they are not always correct.”

“But they’re not always wrong either,” she
replied.

“Look, the Orseen bloodline is very thin. Any
one of us could have a touch of it, even me. It doesn’t’ make any
difference, it doesn’t change who we are, it doesn’t make us any
less.”

Kile paused for a moment to consider what
Master Adams said, but there was still one inescapable opposition
to his argument, one that made all the difference in the world. If,
as he suggested, the Orseen blood line was so thin as to be
nonexistent…

“Why does Master Boraro think that I’m
Orseen?”

“I don’t know,” Master Adams lied as he
turned from Kile and stepped out into the hall and gave her a curt
bow. “I will take my leave of you. Go see your friends off, they
will be waiting for you,” he said. He was half way down the hall
before Kile could ask him anything else, not that she really wanted
to ask him anything else. What he said was enough for now.

She entered the lavatory and splashed some water on
her face to wash away the last of the sleep. She looked at herself
in the small mirror that hung over the washbowl. What did Master
Boraro see in her that made him think she had Orseen blood? What
was it that made her look different than everyone else? What did
the Orseen look like? She had never heard of the race before, and
now she was accused of being one. Neither one of her parents had
ever said anything about the Orseen, they had never even mentioned
the word and Kile doubted if they even knew what it was. Master
Adams knew. He didn’t come out and say so, but he believes it too,
he never denied the fact, he just told her not to be ashamed.
Which, in some way, meant that she should be.

She pulled back her hair and tied it in a tail. This
was just one more thing that separated her from everyone else, one
more thing that she had no control over. One more thing that she
didn’t even know about until somebody else had told her. Why was
she always the last to know?

She grabbed her hat from the back of the chair and
pulled it down, shading her eyes as she stepped out into the hall.
The dorms were quiet now. Most of the Cadets would be in the dining
hall, waiting for the caravans to take them away to far off places,
places that she was determined to see one day. Places like Procton
and Grover’s Den were just names to her, but in order for her to
see them, she would have to first become a Hunter.

She was one more step closer, one year of training
out of the way. That meant she only had to survive two more years
and at least a year on probation, which was assuming she actually
graduated. There were still a lot of obstacles in her path. Those
that she could see and change she could deal with. The others,
well, they will just have to resolve themselves.
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