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Sitting alone, on the top of the hill, under the
shade of an old oak tree, Kile watched the people go about their
seemingly busy lives. She was a young girl of seventeen now. An
average girl with an average face, though some would say
attractive, although she never liked her nose. It was her father’s
nose and she had issues with her father. She was small, compared
with most, slender, almost frail looking, but then why did she
choose to become a Hunter. The life of a Hunter was not something
to be taken lightly. It was a life of solitude, a life of danger.
She could handle the solitude, she liked the solitude… it was the
danger she had a problem with.

Casually stroking the purring cat, which sat on her
lap, she looked over the town that stretched out before her. She
found the spot on top of the hill, under the old oak tree, about a
month after arriving in Coopervill. It was quiet, it gave her a
great view of the town, and nobody ever came up here. That was
probably the most important aspect of the old tree, nobody ever
came to visit it. She had been living in Coopervill for eight
months now, and she still couldn’t really call it home. The people
didn’t really accept her. They greeted her, they were kind to her,
but she still didn’t feel as if she was a part of the town. So,
whenever she could, she would come to the hill, sit under the oak
tree and watch the town played out before her, like a spectator
watching a show.

Unfortunately, this was the same show she saw
yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that. Each day
blending into the next and, if it wasn’t for the fact the sun set
at night, she wouldn’t know when one day ended and the next began.
It had been that way for the last couple of weeks, ever since the
Guild put a freeze of class E deliveries.

“I suppose we should be getting you back to your
mistress,” Kile told the old sleepy cat.

-Home?-

The cat asked.

To anyone else, the cat’s replied would have been
mistaken as a simple purr. But to Kile, it was a single word, and a
word which held images and feelings the cat attached to it, because
that was Kile’s Edge. A unique ability, unlike any other Hunter who
had ever passed through the Academy. Kile could communicate with
the natural world, or simply put, she could speak with animals.

“Yes, home,” she said, setting the reluctant cat
aside. She was sure the feline would have stayed on her lap the
entire afternoon, if she let it. “I don’t suppose you know where
your home is?” she asked the cat.

-No.-

The cat was lost, the notice was posted on the Guild
House board of jobs which weren’t important enough to be assigned,
but since deliveries were put on hold, until the Guild could
investigate recent Hunter deaths, Kile needed to do something with
her time.

Now that she was no longer on probation and was a
Certified Level Five Hunter, she was responsible for paying her own
way. The Guild would no longer cover the expenses of her room,
board or stable fees, and those added up pretty quickly. The small
jobs did provide a bit of coin, which she dearly needed, since most
of the bounty, from the capture of the Minotaur, was sent to her
brother back in Riverport.

“Well, I don’t want to drop you off at the Guild
House. I don’t think old Kane would appreciate it much. Do you
remember anything about your home?”

-Home.-

The cat replied, and the word carried with it a
place of comfort, a soft rug by the fireplace, a bowl of cream in a
kitchen, a basket in the corner of a bedroom, the kind face of a
caring mistress, all surrounded by a small stone house with a
thatched roof and a garden in the front. She hated to tell the cat,
he just described half the houses in Coopervill.

“Maybe Alisa will know,” she said with a smile to
reassure the cat.

She came down from the hill and walked through the
center of town with the cat cradled in her arms, heading for the
Apple Blossom Livery. People stopped and stared. A few greeted her
with half-hearted enthusiasm, but most whispered behind her back
when she passed. There were words like “odd” or “unusual”,
“Strange” was another common word, but the words no longer affected
her. She could no more become a part of their world and their lives
as they could become a part of hers. When Guild Master Latherby
told them the Hunter lives apart from the people, she was not sure
this was what he meant.

Coopervill was just another place on a long list of
places she felt isolated from, but she was getting used to the
feeling, to not fitting in, not being wanted. Her father never
wanted her, she was not welcomed at the Academy, and the Hunter’s
Guild was just looking for a way to get rid of her.

She thought they would seize their opportunity with
the whole Minotaur incident last year, but so far, they let it
slide. Since then, Kile kept her head down, but keeping a low
profile, in a small town, in the middle of nowhere, wasn’t very
difficult to do. Nothing ever happened in Coopervill that warranted
the attention of the Hunter’s Guild, and for that, she was
grateful. There were members of the Guild who never want her to
become a Hunter, it wasn’t personal, and they didn’t even know her.
It was simply due to the fact she was a farmer’s daughter or, it
could be because she had Orceen blood.

She never knew what an Orceen was, until Master
Adams, at the Academy, explained it to her. Now she understood why
some people would shun her for it, but only if it was true. The
Orceen were a nomadic people and, in some way, kin to the Ogres.
She grew up in Riverport, a small farming community far off to the
east, an entire kingdom away, if truth be told. Her father was born
and raised there. Her mother was born in the neighboring village of
Littletree and neither one ever mentioned anything about the
Orceen. She doubted if they even knew what they were. Although, if
her father had known, he would have done his very best to keep it
secret, and if he did know, he took it to his grave.

If it was true, and she would never admit it was,
she could now see why certain members of the Guild would hold it
against her.

These members, these so called, Sons of Terrabin,
were gaining in popularity. They had a new direction for the
Hunter’s Guild, one which did not tolerate the lower social
classes, one which prided itself on purity of race, one which did
not open itself up to female Hunters, not that there were many
female Hunters. Currently there were only two.

What it came down to was a simple fact, if you
didn’t measure up to what they considered to be the perfect Hunter,
you were removed.

How they managed this was anyone’s guess, but rumors
were plentiful. As of the beginning of the year, five Hunters went
missing, and twelve more turned up dead during routine missions. No
one was actually saying the Sons of Terrabin were involved, but it
didn’t stop most people from thinking it, and Kile was one of them.
She was told last year that someone may be hunting Hunters, but if
it was true, and Hunters were hunting Hunters, then it was only the
beginning. It was best if she remained as far away from the
hostility as she could, and what better place than Coopervill.

She walked past the Bird and Bay, usually a central
hub of activity in the small town, but it was still early. The only
activity the Bird saw were two old men sitting outside on the bench
smelling of strong spirits. They talked about the sky and the land,
about the people who passed, even the road beneath their feet, but
always about the good old days. If you bought them a pint, they
could tell you stories of Princes and assassins, of Kings and dark
conspiracies, but no one ever listened.

On the second floor of the Inn, the north wing to be
precise, she had a room which overlooked the main street and she
woke each morning to the blacksmith’s hammer, whether she wanted to
or not. Now that she was actually paying for her room, she often
thought about complaining, but she was afraid of what old Gus would
give her in exchange. As it was, she had the entire second floor,
north wing to herself, which meant the public bathroom, for that
area, was now a private bathroom, for her alone. She could tolerate
the inconvenience of the blacksmith’s hammer for the added
luxury.

Gus Prain, who owned and ran the Bird, didn’t have
much use for Hunters, especially young Hunters, but then, Peter
Prain, Gus’s only son, was a Hunter. Kile never knew Peter. He
graduated the Academy long before she ever joined. He lost his life
in the Battle of Grover’s Den nearly two years ago, so Kile learned
to watch her step around the old man.

The Battle of Grover’s Den, that’s what they were
calling it. The Hunter’s Guild took two years to decide, but they
finally agreed on what to call it. Somehow it made it seem more
distant, more historical and therefore less real, but it was all
too real for Kile. She lost a friend in that battle. Why didn’t
they just call it what it really was? The Massacre at Grover’s Den.
One thousand uhyre came over the border. The Callor armies, which
were stationed there, pulled out a day earlier, leaving fourteen
Hunters, and a single platoon of Denal soldiers, to defend the
evacuation of the border towns. It wasn’t enough, it wasn’t
anywhere near enough. Over two hundred men, women, and children
were slaughtered that day, for no reason, and when it was over, the
uhyre just returned to the Waste Lands, leaving three burning towns
behind them.

Since then, the border has been quiet, and that was
the problem, because nobody knows if it will happen again, when it
will happen again, and why it happened in the first place. The
Provinces of Denal, Fennel and Blackmoore stand in the front line
of another invasion, leaving their eastern borders virtually
defenseless against the might of the Callor Province. King Roland,
son of Jusen, has decreed a non-hostility pact along the borders
with the Callor Province, but it really comes down to what Lord
Byron Rimes of Callor does.

The entire political atmosphere was just too much
for Kile to comprehend. She only really understood about half of
it, and the half she did understand, she wasn’t sure she had it
right, but she knew one thing. She did not trust Lord Rimes. She
had the misfortune of attending the Academy with Lord Rime’s son,
Eric, and if Eric was anything like his father, it was a foregone
conclusion things were only going to get worse. It was just a
matter of time. Lord Rimes has his eyes set on the Denal Province.
Hunters were supposed to remain politically neutral, but it was
difficult to do sometimes, especially since she was assigned to a
Guild House in Coopervill, which was sitting on the eastern border
of the Denal Province, less than a day's ride from Callor.

Kile approached the Apple Blossom Livery where a
young dark haired woman, in a bright blue and white dress, was
setting pies out to cool on the windowsill. She never thought
anyone actually did that, it was just too story book like, but
then, Alisa Reaba seemed to live in her own little world. Kile only
had the opportunity to visit it, once in a while, not that she
would ever want to stay. Alisa’s world was a bit too happy for
Kile, too sunny, too perfect. When she saw Kile at the edge of the
road, she waved, rather dramatically, before disappearing back into
her kitchen. A few minutes later the door to the small farmhouse
opened with a bang and out came Alisa, down the front steps, wiping
her hands on her apron.

She was an attractive young girl, about a year or
two older than Kile and she ran the Apple Blossom Livery by
herself, although she did have about five or six people working
under her.

“Why aren’t you wearing the dress we bought?” she
asked, crossing the yard.

It might not have been so much a question as it was
an accusation.

“Because I’m working,” Kile replied. “I can’t very
well go about the countryside in a dress.”

“And why not?” Alisa asked, setting her hands on her
hips. “You’re a lady first and a Hunter second.”

“That’s not the way I see it,”

Alisa sighed and shook her head. “You’re going to be
single for the rest of your life if you keep that attitude.”

“That’s fine with me.” Kile replied. “I don’t
exactly see men laying siege to this place.”

“I’m not without my suitors.” Alisa said with a
grin, and Kile knew she was getting into territory she knew as much
about as politics.

“I need your help.” Kile said, changing the
subject.

“What about? Men? Clothes? Men without clothes?”

Maybe she didn’t change the subject far enough.

“Nothing of the sort, It’s about him.” Kile said,
holding the cat up for Alisa to see. If anyone knew anything about
anything around town, it was Alisa Reaba. There wasn’t a rumor that
could be started without Alisa knowing all the details, whether
they were true or not.

“Oh, who’s your new friend?” she asked, reaching out
and scratching the cat behind the ear.

“I think his name is Moppin, if you can believe
that.”

“Moppin? Didn’t Mrs. Miller have a cat by the name
of Moppin?”

“I don’t know, that’s why I came here. The notice on
the board was a bit vague, only a description of the cat and it was
posted by a Rebecca.”

“That would be Rebecca Miller. Oh. She will be
delighted you found her cat. She’s really the only family Rebecca
has left in Coopervill.” Alisa explained.

“I can drop her off, if you tell me where she
lives.”

“Oh, it’s not far from here, just up the road
really. I’ll come with you. I need a break from the baking.” Alisa
said. She untied her apron and slung it over the clothes line
beside the fence. “So, where’s Vesper?” she asked. “I didn’t think
you went anywhere without him.”

“Under the circumstances…” Kile said, holding the
cat up again. “I thought it would be best if I left him back in my
room. I wouldn’t want… Moppin… to get the wrong idea.”

“Smart thinking… so, still no assignments from your
Guild?” Alisa asked.

“Not a one,” Kile replied.

“I haven’t seen any other Hunters around, what about
Marcus Taylor and that… Copper guy?”

“Steele, his name is James Steele.”

“Oh, Steel, Copper, it’s all the same,” Alisa said
dismissively.

Kile couldn’t help but notices, Alisa remembered
Marcus’s name, but then, most of the young women in Coopervill
could.

“Steele’s on an escort assignment to Azintar and as
for Marcus, well, the last I heard, he went up north in search of
the Beast of Spine Mountain.”

“The Beast of Spine Mountain?” Alisa replied.

“Yeah, one of the last two class A open scripts,”
Kile added.

“Oh, he is so brave, isn’t he? You don’t think he’ll
have any problems… do you?” Alisa asked.

“Hard to say,” Kile replied. “No one’s seen the
Beast in the last century, he’s not even sure what he’s looking
for, so I don’t know how he’ll know when he finds it.”

“Oh, of course he’ll find it.” Alisa replied

Kile noticed the star struck look in the young
girl’s eyes. It was not an uncommon condition when people spoke
about the great Marcus Taylor. The Hunter could bring back a
half-starved, mountain cat and convince the civilians it was a
ferocious beast, because that was his Edge.

“Here we are.” Alisa said, stopping in front of a
small farm house which looked surprisingly familiar. It was just as
Moppin vision it, but then, so were the houses beside it and the
ones across the road. That was one of the things Kile hadn’t gotten
used to, the different ways animals see their surroundings and how
they interpret them.

Alisa was already knocking on the front door by the
time Kile caught up to her. The door opened and a short elderly
woman, with silver white hair, peered out from within. If she was
as old as she looked, Kile would have guessed her age to be,
somewhere in the neighborhood of, two hundred, but she knew that
wasn’t possible.

“Can I help you?” the woman asked in a thin
voice.

“Hello Mrs. Miller, it’s me, Alisa from down the
road.”

The old woman smiled and pulled the door open wider.
“Alisa, my dear, it’s been ages… and who is this with you?” she
asked.

“This is a friend of mine, Kile Veller. She’s one of
the new Hunter’s in town.”

By now, the cat knew he was home. He either
recognized the smell, or the voice of the old woman. He struggled
to get free of Kile, who was doing all she could to keep from
losing the cat again.

“I think this is yours ma’am.” Kile said, finally
released the cat, almost throwing it at the old woman. The old
woman was surprisingly fast for her age and caught the cat as it
leapt into her arms.

“Moppin, my Moppin,” the old woman cried, hugging
the cat who purred in return. “Thank you my dear… thank you. Please
come in.”

Kile was happy enough to make her delivery and run,
the Hunter who disappeared after a completed mission. It added to
the whole mystery of the Guild, but Alisa wasn’t going to let Kile
get away so fast. She grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into
the house.

The room was dimly lit, but then, most of the places
in Coopervill seemed to be dimly lit. It was either the small
windows in the buildings, or there was a shortage of candles and
lamp oil. Maybe it was because Coopervill was a mining community
and they all got used to the dark, Kile thought as she looked
around the small room. It was just as Moppin described it, better
than he described the outside, with its rug, by the fireplace and a
basket in the corner of the bedroom. For a cat, Kile was sure he
couldn’t do any better. There were an awful lot of knitted things
lying around the small room, everything from hats and scarves to
huge bedspreads and blankets. It would appear Mrs. Miller liked to
knit.

Alisa poked Kile sharply in the ribs. She turned to
see Mrs. Miller setting out a bowl of something for Moppin.

“She asked you a question,” Alisa whispered.

“I’m sorry… I was just admiring your… knitting,”
Kile quickly replied.

“Oh, do you like to knit?” the old woman asked.

“I… don’t… really know how to ma’am.”

Her mother tried to teach her to knit once, but it
was just one of those things Kile never managed to pick up. Her
fingers always seemed to get in the way. The only thing she managed
to finish was a vest with no arm holes.

“Every young lady should know how to knit.” Mrs.
Miller replied, heading for her knitting supplies. Kile was afraid
she was going to start giving lessons on the spot.

“I’m afraid I don’t really have the time,” Kile
said.

“The young are always in such a rush.” Mrs. Miller
laughed.

Yeah, like right now, Kile thought, taking a step
towards the door.

The old woman dug into her knitting supplies and
picked up a rather emaciated purse.

“So, how much do I owe you, dear?” she asked as her
trembling fingers toiled at the knot.

“Owe?” Kile replied. She didn’t really think this
through. The Guild House took care of payments. She should have
dropped the cat off at the Guild House and then Mrs. Miller would
have paid Kane and then Kane would have paid her. But, looking at
the state of Mrs. Miller’s purse, not to mention her house, it
didn’t really look as if she could afford the Hunter’s fee. Was
that one of the reasons Kane never handed the assignment out,
because he knew the financial status of the old woman.

“Forget about it, ma’am,” Kile heard herself say.
She gently closed the old woman’s fingers around the small purse.
“I did it on my day off.”

“But you returned my Moppin. I have to give you
something.” Mrs. Miller replied. She looked around the room and
finally picked up a red knitted scarf, which hung over the back of
the chair. “At least take this,” The old woman said, handing it to
Kile.

Kile draped the scarf around her neck. “Thank you,
ma’am,” she replied.

-Kile.-

Moppin bushed up against her legs, getting the young
Hunter’s attention. Kile knew she couldn’t talk to the cat
directly, not with people watching her, they already thought she
was strange. Those rumors didn’t need any more fuel. She knelt down
to stroke the cat.

-Come… visit?-

“As long as you don’t go wandering off again. I
don’t want to have to go looking for you.”

-I won’t-

The cat replied with a purr.

“I think we’d better get going,” Kile said, getting
to her feet.

“Come by any time, dear, the least I can do to thank
you for finding Moppin is to teach you how to knit.”

She was tempted to take Mrs. Miller up on her offer,
what with the current situation within the Guild. At least it would
give her something to occupy her time.

She stepped out the front door and onto the footpath
which led down to the road. It was still early, too early for
supper, so her next stop would have to be the Guild House. Maybe
there was another assignment she could finish, before heading back
to the Bird.

Alisa burst out laughing. “A fine business person
you would make.” She said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Kile asked
defensively.

“How much would that… what do you call them…
bounties?”

“It’s not exactly a bounty, it was just a script,”
Kile explained.

“Okay, script, how much was that script worth to the
Guild?” Alisa asked.

“I don’t know. I didn’t take much notice.”

“Sure you did, how much?”

“Well… somewhere around fifty.”

“Fifty? No wonder the Guild isn’t doing much
business, with prices like that,” Alisa said, shaking her head.

“The Guild has more than enough business. They just
cut back on deliveries, until the Council can determine the
connection of these recent deaths.”

“Well… maybe, but you just did that job for what,
about half a coin?” Alisa asked, flicking the end of the scarf.

Kile pulled the scarf tighter around her neck. “I
like my pay.” She told Alisa, who just laughed again.

“Yeah, and aren’t you supposed to give a certain
percentage of that pay to your Guild House. What are you going to
do, cut a couple of inches off the end?”

 


Kile left Alisa at the Apple Blossom Livery to tend
to her pies and headed off to the Guild House. The walk took her
back through the center of town, over the bridge, past Lester’s
place and down the river road to where the old stone building
stood. The green banner, blowing in the breeze, which displayed the
Hunter’s coat of arms, marked the location of the Guild House.
Turning off the road, she headed up towards the front door. The
house itself was nothing special and could have easily been
mistaken for any other farm house along the street, but it did bear
a carved wooden sign over the door which simply read, Hunter Guild
House Local Chapter 42.

Pushing the door open, Kile stepped into the
stifling gloom. The only light in the room was that which filtered
in through the closed shutters. How could anyone live in such
deplorable condition she wondered? She dragged one finger over the
back of the chair, leaving a line in the thick dust. She turned and
looked at the billboard which hung on the wall closest to the door.
There was more paper than there was board. Each piece of paper was
an assignment, an assignment which wasn’t important enough to be
assigned to a Hunter. Some of those pieces of paper were older than
she was. She pulled off another one.

It was faded and difficult to read but had something
to do with a lost book, the date on the script read 1232. Kile was
sure, whoever lost the book fifty years ago, would have found it by
now if they were still alive, but she pocketed the script just in
case. At least now she could see the back of the board, even if it
was just one small corner. She pulled off another script. This one
was a little newer. It was only thirty years old. The script was a
request for a guide to lead someone to the town of Shrop. If they
hadn’t gone in the last thirty years, they’ll probably never go.
Slipping the paper into her pocket she looked over the board for
something a little more recent.

“So, found Mrs. Miller’s cat.”

She spun around to see old Kane, standing behind the
reception window, his tufts of gray hair sticking out over his
ears, his thin wired rimmed glasses perched on the end of his
rather large bulbous nose.

“How did you know?” she asked. She knew Hunters were
renowned for their ability to gather information, but she only just
dropped the cat off. Kane didn’t need to say anything, he just
pointed to his neck and Kile remembered the red scarf.

“Was that your payment?” the old man asked.

It was difficult to tell if Samuel Kane was mad or
not, since he always spoke in the same monotone voice. It never
fluctuated. It never rose or fell, it just stayed at that same
level, as if he didn’t really care one way or the other… about
anything.

“You do realize the Guild requires a ten percent
finder’s fee on the completion of all open scripts,” he said.

“Well… yeah, I know,” Kile replied nervously. “But
she couldn’t afford the fee.”

“You will find many people who request the services
of Hunters are unable to afford the fees, which is why there are so
many open scripts on the board.”

“But does that mean we should just ignore them?” she
asked. “They ask for our help, how can we just turn our backs on
them?”

“That is what the Guild expects us to do.” Kane
replied. “It is not for us to question the regulations of the
Council, only to see them through.”

“But that's just not right. I thought we were
supposed to help all the people, not just the wealthy… or the
powerful.”

“And we try.”

“Then what about this?” She asked, pulling the small
piece of paper out of her pocket. “A book, all this guy wanted was
help finding a missing book, and his request has been posted on the
board for the last fifty years,” She said, handing Kane the
paper.

He adjusted his glasses a few times, before he read
the script. “This was posted by a Mr. Kraght,” he replied.

“Is he still looking for his book?” She asked.

“I doubt it.” Kane replied, crumbling the small
piece of paper in his hand. He tossed it in the general direction
of his waist paper basket. It never made it. “Mr. Kraght has been
dead these past twelve years,” he added.

“What about this one, a request for an escort to
Shrop,” she asked, pulling the second script from her pocket.

Kane didn’t even need to read it. “That was posted
by a Mrs. Atkins,” he replied.

“Well?” She asked when he didn’t say anything
more.

“She didn’t succeed.”

Kile didn’t have to ask what she didn’t succeed at.
Mrs. Atkins, most likely, tried to get to Shrop by herself, without
the aid of a Hunter to guide her. Whether she got lost or worse,
Kile didn’t want to know.

“Then why are we here?” she asked. “If it’s not to
help the average person, why are we here?”

“I am here to run this Guild House, you are here to
carry out assignments evaluated and posted by the Guild.”

“Well, it doesn’t look as if I’m doing much in that
area,” she said, returning to the board.

“On the contrary, we have just received a request
for a delivery,” Kane informed her.

Kile turned and looked at him. “I thought the Guild
put a freeze on all deliveries until they got to the bottom of the
disappearances,” she said.

“On all class E deliveries, this is a class D.”

A class D delivery was defined as a high priority
package or the delivery of standard mail through hostile
territories. Since the territories around Coopervill have not yet
been classified as hostile yet, the package must be of the high
priority variety. High priority packages were delivered directly to
the customer and didn’t go through the Guild Houses.

“That is, if you are interested,” Kane said, looking
over the rim of his glasses at her.

“Am I qualified to take a class D assignment?” she
asked.

“Under the circumstances, I don’t have much of a
choice with Steele on assignment and Taylor off to… who knows
where.”

A class D assignment was just one level higher than
what she usually received, but it was a step in the right
direction. It was an opportunity for advancement. If she could
prove she was capable of completing class D assignments, then would
her Level Four Certificate be far behind, and it did mean getting
out of Coopervill, if just for a few days.

“I’ll take it,” she replied.

Saying nothing, Kane disappeared into the back
room.

As she waited for the old man to return, she walked
over to the far wall, the one where the second billboard hung. This
was the board which held the open bounties. Criminals, thieves, or
people just wanted for questioning by the authority hung upon the
board, awaiting capture. The faces of so many vir staring out at
her, made her feel uneasy, but the one who really drew her
attention, was that of a black haired gentleman with dark eyes.
Beneath the picture, which really didn’t do him justice, was the
name of Eric Rimes, wanted for crimes against the Hunter’s Guild.
He had a substantial bounty on his head.

She was nowhere near good enough, to go after open
bounties, but the eyes of Eric Rimes always stared at her from the
billboard each time she came in. Even if his face was hidden behind
other vir, she could still feel those eyes staring at her. She was
partially responsible for him being on that board, for him being
wanted. If she hadn’t been in the Great Hall when he tried to steal
those artifacts from the display case of Sir Jameson Flint, he
might have gotten away with them. She still didn’t know what he
wanted with those two stones, but now she figured she would never
know.

“Here it is,” Kane called out from behind the
window.

Kile turned to see the old man holding up a small
package. He set it on the sill and began to fill out the required
forms.

“Since this is your first class D delivery, let me
explain. You will not be delivering this to a Guild House. You will
be delivering this to a Mr. David Draw, personally. His place is
marked on the map. Before he takes possession of the package, you
are to have him sign for it. If he doesn’t sign for the package,
you don’t get paid, do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, carefully lifting the
package from the sill.

It was a small box wrapped in brown paper and sealed
with wax. It was surprisingly light, and she wondered if this was
just another test, to see if she was ready to take on more
responsibility. Test or not, she would deliver the package.

“If he is unavailable to sign for the package, you
bring the package and the paper back here, do you understand?” Kane
asked.

“Yes, sir,” she replied, taking the paper from Kane.
She slipped it into her pocket.

“If you open the box for any reason, don’t bother
coming back.”

“Yes, sir.”

The privacy of the package was always paramount to
the delivery, something she learned even before the Academy, back
when she took the entry examination at the Mystic’s Tower. She
tucked the box under her arm and left the Guild House.

It was starting to get late, an early supper, maybe
a bath before bed, and she would get an early start in the
morning.
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Kile woke to the steady tink, tink, tink of the
blacksmiths hammer as it rang through her morning. The man mustn’t
require much sleep, if he can work well into the night, and still
wake up early enough to disturb any attempt at sleeping in. She
tried pulling the blanket over her head, but it was no use, the
sound wasn’t going to be dissuaded that easily. Throwing her legs
out from under the covers, she sat on the edge of her bed and a
small white rodent ran up her arm and perched himself on her
shoulder.

-Morning.-

Vesper’s voice rang inside her head almost as loud
as the tink, tink, tink of the blacksmith’s hammer.

“Is it morning already?” She asked, slowly getting
to her feet and heading for the door. “And where have you been all
night?” she asked the yarrow.

-Around.-

He replied.

Around usually meant, he visited the pantry in the
kitchen on his never ending quest to find food, and it didn’t go
unnoticed. She heard Beth, complaining about something getting into
the pantry, just the other night.

Crossing the hall, she entered the public bathroom,
which was now her private bathroom, until Gus rented out another
room on her wing, which he wasn’t likely to do. There weren’t too
many paying patrons who would, or could, put up with the blacksmith
so early in the morning. But, if it meant she could have a bathroom
all to herself, she wasn’t going to complain.

She washed her face in the sink, combed back the
wild strands of her hair and stared at herself in the mirror. A
tired young girl stared back.

Kile looked at the bathtub. A bath would be
wonderful this early in the morning, but that would require her
stoking the fire in the kitchen to heat up the water and then carry
buckets up the stairs to the tub. It was not something she looked
forward to doing and usually paid little Toby to do it for her, but
money was tight these days. Maybe she would treat herself to a long
hot bath, after the assignment was over.

Of course, little Toby wasn’t all that little. He
was almost as tall as she was, even if he was only eleven. He did
odd jobs around the Bird and Bay for extra money, but for Kile, he
would have done it for free. It would appear Toby had a crush on
her, but she wasn’t going down that road. He was way too young for
her, and she was sure it was more to do with the whole, Hunter
mystique, than anything else. In three or four more years, he would
be eligible to take the entry examination at the Mystic’s Tower,
but only if he really wanted to.

She wasn’t sure if she would recommend it or not.
She had mixed feelings about her time at the Academy. Most of it
was a living hell, but there were a few good times and a few good
friends. Of course, being a boy, he wouldn’t have nearly as many
problems as she did. The truth was she really didn’t want to get
his hopes up. All the times she watched him doing his chores, he
never once showed any sign of having any influence in any of the
mystic arts.

It was common knowledge, or it was common knowledge
to most people, she didn’t know when she entered the examination,
every Hunter had to have some affiliation with the mystic arts. It
was known as the Hunter’s Edge, a special skill which sets them
above and apart from the common mercenary. Daniel Leary, her best
friend back at the Academy, had the ability to heal wounds. It was
an incredible skill, one which helped Kile out quite a bit back
then. Then there was Carter, who could turn invisible, and Alex,
who created the most realistic illusions she had ever seen, not
that she had seen many illusions before. Then there was Murphy, who
could turn into living stone. Most of the time, a Hunter’s Edge was
grounded in one of the four basic spheres of influence, but every
so often, a Hunter came along who had something so rare, something
so different, it defied the categories and confused the mystics.
Kile was one of those rare Hunters.

That wasn’t to say, Toby had no chance of becoming a
Hunter. The boy could be filled with the mystic arts, what did she
know? She didn’t understand her Edge until her first year at the
Academy.

If Toby was really interested in becoming a Hunter,
as much as he was interested in Hunters, then she probably would
try to encourage him, but he would still need a sponsor. If she
tried to sponsor him, it would only do him more harm than good. She
wasn’t even sure she could sponsor him, what with her only being a
Level Five.

She took the key from its hiding place in one of the
small ebony boxes which sat on the shelf and unlocked the trunk at
the foot of her bed. She didn’t keep much in the truck, since she
didn’t have anything of real value, or at least, what other people
would consider to be valuable.

There was an old leather jacket, threadbare and worn
with age. It once belonged to another Hunter, but Kile had it taken
in by a tailor so it would fit. Pinned to the collar was a small
golden tree, a final gift from another old friend. A wide rimmed
hat was the next thing to come out of the trunk, and it too had
seen better days. It was her brother’s and he placed it on her head
when she was fourteen, the day she left to take the entry
examination, that was almost four years ago, and she hadn’t seen
him since.

At the bottom of the trunk, the very last things to
be removed were the Lann, which were given to her by the Guild
Master himself. They once belonged to an Alverian Hunter. They were
two, thin, slightly curved blades nearly three feet long with worn
wooden grips, wrapped in leather. Each one had a small bird’s beak
protruding from the blade, just above the guard, and each was
etched with words she couldn’t read. Along with the blades, there
was a long knife, bearing the same worn wooden handle and the same
writing. This, she fastened to her belt. The Lann strapped crossed
her back in a crisscross fashion, although, she never really got
used to them being back there. She was fine drawing them, and it
actually looked pretty cool when she practiced in front of the
mirror, but trying to put them back into their sheathes, without
looking awkward, was difficult to do.

Grabbing the leather courier bag from the back of
the chair, she dropped the small class D, high priority package in.
Vesper climbed in afterward. He didn’t like riding in the bag as
much as he liked riding on her shoulder, but there were strict
rules against pets in the Bird and Bay, not that Vesper thought of
himself as a pet.

Guild Master Lathery once told her, the only things
a Hunter really needed was a good head, a good heart, a good horse
and a good weapon, everything else was just extra baggage. Of
course, there was nothing wrong with a few extra comforts, she
thought slinging her pack over her shoulder. Now all she needed to
do was get her horse.

Locking the door to her room, she took the stairs
down to the main dining area where Beth had a small bundle of
supplies waiting for her on the counter.

“Finally got yourself an assignment?” Beth asked
from behind the bar. She was busy setting up for the breakfast
crowd. The Bird would be opening its doors soon, and the miners
would be arriving in droves, to have one last drink before they
went down into the pits.

“Just another delivery,” Kile said, picking up the
tightly wrapped bundle of food.

“Where to today?” Beth asked.

“Don’t really know,” she replied. “Some place off
the main road. It’s a private delivery to a Mr. David Draw. Ever
hear of him?”

“Can’t say that I have, love,” Beth replied, wiping
down the counter one last time. “You take it easy then.”

“See you when I get back.” Kile said, heading for
the door.

Once outside, the tink, tink, tink of the
blacksmith’s hammer was louder. Passing the forge, she watched the
blacksmith hammer away at some small piece of metal. It looked as
if he had a lot of unresolved anger issues to work out. She
suddenly felt sorry for that small piece of metal, it wasn’t like
it could have done anything to the blacksmith, but he was sure
taking his frustration out on it.

When she was far enough away from the Bird, she
opened the courier bag and Vesper quickly scurried up her arm to
sit on her shoulder. She turned into the Apple Blossom Livery and
wasn’t surprised to see Alisa standing on the front stoop, waiting
for her.

“I didn’t think it was possible, but you look worse
than you did yesterday,” the young woman shouted as she came down
the steps.

“Is fashion all you can think about?” Kile asked
her.

“Fashion? You have no fashion.” Alisa said and she
circled Kile a few times. “The pants, the jacket, the boots, all
wrong, and I won’t tell you about that… that hat.”

“Thank you, how about getting my horse.”

“I’ve already sent Carl to fetch him. It may take
him a while. Grim didn’t appear to be too cooperative this
morning.”

Before Kile could even ask for clarification, a loud
crash came from inside the barn, followed by a few choice words
from Carl. The doors suddenly flew open. From within emerged an
unsightly looking beast. It resembled a horse in shape only, but
was covered in long, thick, shaggy, black hair and a mane that hung
down over its face, concealing his eyes. Huge tufts of hair covered
his platter sized hoofs as it clopped its way across the yard
towards her.

-About time you got here.-

It shouted at her in an unapologetic voice that only
she could hear.

-I will not be cooped up within that… that cell any
longer, especially with that little grubby pawed vir poking at
me.-

“And good morning to you too Grim,” Kile
replied.

-Some morning. Is this an actual assignment or are
we just going to wander the countryside again?-

“No, this is an actual assignment,” Kile replied,
and then she realized her mistake. She slowly looked over to where
Alisa was staring at her in amazement. Do not talk to the horse in
front of the civilians, she reminded herself.

“You are going to have to tell me how you calm that
horse down so quickly,” Alisa said.

“It’s… nothing, really,” Kile replied.

“So, is it true, do you really have an assignment?”
Alisa asked.

“A personal delivery, to a Mr. David Draw, out in no
man’s land, by the looks of it.”

“Does that mean your Guild is finally finished with
their investigation?”

“Hardly. It means the package is important enough to
risk my life for,” Kile replied.

Alisa’s eyes widened with excitement. “Really, what
is it?” she asked.

“I don’t know.” Kile replied with a shrug. She
finished tying her pack onto Grim’s harness.

“What do you mean you don’t know?” Alisa asked.
“Surely they must have told you something.”

“It’s none of my business. I’m only supposed to
deliver it.”

“But don’t you want to know. If it’s that important,
they should at least tell you.”

“That’s not the way it works. I deliver the package,
he signs for it, and then I’m back to get my pay. It’s a simple as
that,” Kile explained.

“I couldn’t do it.” Alisa said, shaking her head.
“I’d have to see what was inside the package before I delivered
it.”

“That’s why you’re entrusted with horses,” Kile
said, pulling herself up onto Grim’s back. “And I’m entrusted with
super-secret packages.”

“I suppose there’s some truth to that,” Alisa
grinned.

Kile pulled the keys from her pocket. “Hold my keys
while I’m gone?” She asked and tossed them to Alisa.

“Always, just come back in one piece.”

“Always,” Kile replied, turning Grim to the road and
pointed him out of town. The mountain pony was eager to get
moving.

 


After a full day of going absolutely nowhere, Kile
halted Grim in the middle of the road.

“You know, I think I finally figured it out.” she
said, crushing the map in her hand. “I know where all the missing
Hunters are.”

-Do tell.-

“They aren’t missing at all, they’re all out there
in the wild, wandering around, lost, because the Guild is too cheap
to hire a descent cartographer. These maps are useless.”

-You did remember to bring the other ones?-

“Of course I did. I don’t need my horse, reminding
me what I’m supposed to pack.” She said, reaching back into her
supplies. She only hoped she actually did remember to bring her own
maps, otherwise Grim would never let her forget it. She was
eternally grateful when she pulled out the hard leather tube.

Pulling the cap off, Kile produced a set of five
intricately drawn maps, which were given to her by Mr. Wollory. He
called them, essential pieces of Hunter equipment, and she couldn’t
have agreed more. The first map was a topographical map of the
entire Kingdom of Aru, the other four where more detailed maps,
dividing the kingdom into four sections. Kile unrolled the North
West quarter and slid the rest back into the leather case.

“Okay, let’s see if we can figure this out.” She
said, laying the two maps, side by side, on Grim’s back as he
proceeded down the road. Vesper came down, from his place between
the large mountain pony’s ears, to take a better look at the maps,
not that he was able to understand them any better than she
could.

“According to this map, we are right here.” She
said, pointing to a place on the Guild map. Vesper came over to
investigate, but only found her finger. “Here’s the river, here’s
the bridge, here’s the… I don’t know what that is. Okay, I’ve got
it.”

-So you finally know where we are?-

Grim asked.

“Of course I do, we’re lost.”

-Mountain Pony’s don’t get lost.-

“What do you say Vesper, you with me or Grim?” she
asked the yarrow.

-Vesper with Kile.-

“There you have it, Grim. Vesper and I am lost,
you’re just along for the ride.”

-Perhaps you should ask for directions.-

Grim suggested.

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” Kile replied. She
reached into her pack and pulled out a small silver flute.

She wasn’t very good at playing it, not in any
musical sense of the word, but she did manage to mimic most of the
bird songs in the general area, but then, the birds were the ones
who taught her how. She blew a quick little tune and waited.

The yarrow enjoyed the flute, but Grim wasn’t nearly
as fond of it, but then, he knew what was coming.

She played the quick little tune again and was
answered, when a small sparrow landed on Grim’s right ear. He
repeated the tune back to her.

-Help?-

The sparrow asked in his high pitched melodic
voice.

-Help?-

Replied a second sparrow, who landed behind her on
Grim’s backside.

-Help?-

Came a third, then a fourth and a fifth, and before
Kile knew it, there were nearly two dozen small sparrows, hopping
around on the mountain pony’s back, looking for a place to
perch.

“It would appear that I am lost,” she told the
birds.

-Help-

-Show-

-Show-

-Help-

The birds began chirping, all at the same time,
before taking to the air. She always preferred speaking with birds,
one at a time, whenever possible. Flocks of them, with their high
pitched melodic voices all speaking at once, often gave her a
headache. Their voices kind of echoed in her head. Most birds were
rather difficult to talk with. They usually kept their conversation
short and simple. At first, she mistook this as a primitive form of
communications, since most animals, who had a limited contact with
the vir, had a limited knowledge of speech. She later found out, it
was more to do with the bird’s high strung nature. They just didn’t
want to hang around any longer than they needed to.

They took off in all directions, disappearing into
the twilight of the evening sky. It was no less than five minutes
before the first few returned.

-Show… show-

They shouted, and soon her head was bombarded with
images of the surrounding area from a bird's eye view. The more
birds who returned, the more the mental map was filled in, until
she was able to visualize the whole countryside. Not only was she
able to pinpoint her exact location on the map, but she was sure
she found the cottage, which belonged to the elusive Mr. David
Draw.

“I think I know where we are now, thanks for all the
help.” She said to the birds, but some of them weren’t too eager to
leave. They sat wherever they could find a place to sit, and
covered Grim from head to tail. The mountain pony, on the other
hand, wasn’t too eager for them to stay. He suddenly shook himself
off, not only discarding the birds, but nearly tossing Kile and
Vesper off, with them.

“You could warn me the next time you try that.” She
said, repositioning herself on his back.

-Annoying little featherbrains-

The mountain pony replied.

“I am gong to assume, you were referring to the
birds.”

-Whatever-

The night was getting closer and the shadows were
getting longer, but she rode a little further until the path, the
birds showed her, came into view. It wound its way through the
forest to a small dark cabin, which looked in desperate need of
repair. Kile dismounted and grab the leather courier bag with the
high priority class D package inside. She opened the bag to make
sure the package was still there and cursed Alisa for her
contagious curiosity. What was so important, it had to be delivered
as a class D assignment? It was just another one of those things a
Hunter was not supposed to know. For five months she delivered mail
between Tobery, Shrop, Noxton and Coopervill, before the Guild put
a freeze on it all, and she never once wondered what was in the
mail she delivered. One package to an out of the way place, and now
her mind was reeling with the possibilities.

“You stay here, Vesper,” she told the yarrow,
placing him on the back of the mountain pony. She wasn’t sure how
people, who received high priority class D assigned packages, would
react to seeing a young girl with a rodent perched on her shoulder.
“I’ll only be a minute and then we can break for camp a little ways
down the road,” she told him.

-Don’t like.-

Vesper replied.

Kile looked down the path to the dark cabin hidden
in the woods.

“Yeah, I know what you mean, it does look spooky,
but it’s just a simple delivery. I’ll be right back,” she assured
him.

-Don’t go.-

Vesper was not an alarmist. He usually had very good
instincts about such things and Kile normally heeded his warnings,
but at the moment, her mind was not completely on her work. It was
on the small package in the courier bag. What would somebody send
to somebody who lived all the way out here, in the middle of
nowhere, and have it classified as high priority? It just didn’t
make sense. If she was really lucky, she might be able to catch a
glimpse of the contents when Mr. Draw opened the package, or she
could just ask him. Of course, it was against the Hunter’s Code to
actually inquire about any package and it could get her kicked out
of the Guild, or worse.

Reaching the cabin door, she hesitated. There was a
feeling in the air. The forest was not at ease. Something happened
here, something very bad and she could smell it on the wind. There
were several smells, but she couldn’t separate them. Was this what
Vesper was worried about?

The strongest odor was one of burnt wood, which
could easily be dismissed as a fire burning in the hearth, even
though the night was rather warm and there was no smoke coming from
the chimney. But there was another odor under that one, and it was
something she couldn’t identify. It was a damp, musty, sickening
odor, which she never experienced before, and never wished to
again. It was all around her and it felt as if it was closing in on
her, getting stronger. Beneath that odor, she smelled blood.

Kile took a step back, away from the door, but by
then it was too late. The forest suddenly came alive. The door
swung open, and she heard a familiar laugh.

“We were expecting you sooner.”

She dropped the courier bag and reached for her
weapon, but she was wasn’t quick enough.
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“Miss Silvia, it’s nice to see you again. What
brings you back to Littenbeck?” The stablehand asked as he took
hold of her horse.

Erin dismounted and wiped the dust from her pants.
She ran two gloved hands through her short black hair and tried to
remember the name of the man who was now holding the reins of her
horse. He was an average looking man in many ways, average height,
average weight, even his face was nondescript. It was difficult
being the only female Hunter, or should she say, the only other
female Hunter. Everybody knew her on sight, even people she never
met before and she was pretty sure she never met this man.

“Important business at the Guild Hall,” she replied
casually. “Can’t really say much more than that.”

“I understand,” the man said, leading the horse
away. “Top secret, and all that.”

“Yeah, something like that,” she replied with a
smile, but the truth was, she couldn’t tell him anymore because she
didn’t know anymore. She received the summons, yesterday afternoon,
by special courier, and her only instructions were to come to the
Council chamber, as soon as possible.

She stepped out of the stables into the busy streets
of Littenbeck. People, going about their business, paid her little
mind, as she crossed the courtyard to the Guild Hall. She was just
one more member of the masses here in the city, just another
civilian. There was a strange sense of safety in that anonymity,
but that same anonymity extended to those around her, and that
wasn’t so confronting. With the disappearance and deaths of so many
Hunters recently, she would like to know, who these people, passing
her, were. Who’s to say, none one of them were responsible?

Walking towards the white marbled steps, she stared
up at the imposing structure of the Guild Hall. It was a three
story tall, stone façade construction, lined with windows. A row of
columns braced the second floor over the door. It looked as ominous
as the Mystic Tower.

There was a time when the Guild Council met in a one
room shack on the edge of town. How things have changed since then.
For one thing, the power within the Council shifted, and although
Mathew Latherby is still Guild Master, he is slowly losing power
within the organization and everybody knew it. He only had himself
to blame.

Latherby never seemed to take the job seriously, not
that he couldn’t be serious when it was required of him, he just
couldn’t be serious all the time, and the Council saw this as a
fatal flaw.

Pulling off her gloves, Erin tucked them into her
belt. She adjusted the sword at her side, straightened her jacket
and proceeded up the steps, one at a time. She had a bad feeling
about the summons. It was not the way things were done, but then, a
lot of things the Council did these days, were not the way things
were done.

She hesitated before reaching for the door. Even
when she gripped the gold plated door handle, it took a force of
will to pull it open. Taking a deep breath, she stepped inside. The
heat of the late afternoon was nothing compared to the stifling,
stillness of the hall. She could feel the sweat as it ran down her
back, and she wasn’t sure if it was the temperature, or not knowing
what was about to come.

This was not what the Hunters were about. The main
foyer was filled with paintings, the same grotesquely exaggerated
paintings which hung in the Great Hall, back at the Academy, but
these weren’t only Hunters. These were paintings of the members of
the Council and not only of the ones who had passed on, but the
ones who were currently sitting. When did the Council members
become so egotistical they required eight foot tall, life sized
paintings, of themselves? She diverted her eyes from the paintings
and instead, looked at the set of closed doors which awaited her at
the end of the hall. Beyond those doors, the Council sat. Why did
they summon her?

The Guild was changing, and there wasn’t any place
in it for someone like her.

Female Hunters were not going to be tolerated in the
new regime, and although she thought her eighteen years of service
meant something, she was now having her doubts. Maybe it was for
the better, maybe she dodged disaster one too many times. Maybe it
was time for her to pack it in and let the younger generation take
over, to get out while she still could, while she was still
alive.

She took a deep breath before opening the door, but
was stopped by a man in a dark green hooded cloak.

“I don’t think you really want to go in there,” he
said, pulling her away from the door and guiding her to the stairs.
She didn’t need to look at his face to know who he was.

“What’s going on here?” she asked.

“Patience,” Guild Master Latherby replied, taking
the steps, two at a time.

He moved with surprising ease down the hall, almost
fluid like, never making a noise. She, on the other hand, sounded
like a horse with her boots on the cold marble floor. Latherby
stopped at one of the doors and ushered her in before closing it
behind them. The room was empty, an old office now unused, except
for storage. There were chairs, desks, boxes, and just about
anything else, which nobody wanted, but nobody wanted to be the one
to throw it away.

“Does anyone know you’re coming here?” he asked
her.

“I was summoned, sir,” she replied

“Yes, I know,” he said. “I was the one who summoned
you.”

“You, sir? I don’t understand. I thought it was from
the Council.”

“Well, contrary to popular beliefs, I am still the
Council, but I am sorry for the deception. I needed you here as
quickly as possible without raising too much suspicion,” he told
her.

Something was bothering him, she could clearly see
that. He was tense, and he kept one eye on the door expecting
someone to come barging in at any moment. This was not the carefree
Mathew Latherby she had come to know.

“For what, sir?” she asked.

He paused a moment, almost as if he was having
second thoughts, and then pulled out a tightly rolled parchment,
which looked as if it had seen better days. He handed it to her
without a word. She didn’t have to ask what it was. She had seen
many of these during her career as a Hunter. The green edged paper,
the broken Hunter’s seal. This was a bounty, but whose bounty? She
almost expected to see a picture of herself when she unrolled it,
what with all the secrecy involved with this summons, but she never
expected to read what she did.

“Is this a joke?” she asked.

“I’m afraid not,” he replied. “It was newly posted
yesterday afternoon,” he said, dropping into one of the chairs. “By
tomorrow morning it will be hanging in every Guild House across the
realm.”

“This is ridiculous, sir, this is a death sentence.
It can’t be real. How did they move so quickly on it?”

“Fear,” he replied.

“You can’t be serious,” she laughed.

“Unfortunately, I am. The Council is scared. You
probably already know about the twelve Hunters who have turned up
dead, and the five still unaccounted for.”

“Well… yes, sir, of course.”

“That was only the beginning. As of today, the death
toll has been raised to twenty one, and there are now seven
unaccounted for.”

“When did this happen?” Erin asked. “How come I
haven’t heard anything about it?”

“Nobody has, not outside the Council. In the last
six months, twenty two Hunters have left their posts, deserted the
Guild, and those who stayed… well, it’s been hard enough to get
Hunters to do routine assignments with what they already know, post
these numbers and it will be a mass desertion.”

“Has it really come to that?” she asked.

“As it stands, we have lost nearly fifteen percent
of our members.” Latherby said, shaking his head.

He felt responsible for every missing Hunter, every
death, ever desertion. It wasn’t happening to the Guild, it was
happening to him, but then, as he said before, he was the Council,
and therefore, he was the Guild.

“Do you believe the Sons of Terrabin are behind
this?” Erin asked. The question was on her mind from the very
beginning, and she wasn’t the only one. There were a lot of Hunters
who thought along the same lines.

“As much as I would love to say yes, I can’t.”
Lathery replied. “They are as lost as the rest of us, but as lost
as they are, they’ve managed to take advantage of this opportunity
to convince enough members of the Council, the old ways are no
longer the best ways, and that bounty is proof. Things are changing
too fast.”

“What, they’re holding her responsible for the death
of twenty one Hunters?”

“No, fortunately not, at least, not yet,” Latherby
replied. “They are only holding her responsible for one.”

“Whose?”

“David Draw.” He said, getting up from his chair. He
approached one of the desks and retrieved a small folder which he
hid inside one of the drawers. “The only thing I have on him is
this short file with his name and address, little is known about
him, but whoever he was, he must have been someone at some time.
Council Member, Andrew Drain, met with the King’s advisor on the
matter and has personally assured him, Kile Veller will be brought
to justice.”

“But a bounty of this size, that’s a bit over the
top.” Erin said, holding up the parchment. “To label her a rouge
Hunter means every Hunter in every house will be looking for her.
It’s like painting a target on her head. Has she even been
warned?”

“That's just it, she’s gone,” Latherby replied.

“Gone, what do you mean, gone?”

“Three days ago, Kile’s horse arrived back at
Coopervill, alone. Samuel Kane, the House Master there, sent word
to the Council that another Hunter went missing. An investigation
team was rerouted to her last location. She was making a delivery
to Mr. Draw.”

“Who they found, dead,” Erin finished for him. She
knew how the rest of this story would play out, and she knew it
would eventually end.

“He was stabbed in the back, with a long knife.”
Lathery continued.

“But that doesn’t mean she did it.”

“It was her long knife.”

“How can they be so sure, I mean, it could be
anyone’s knife.”

“It was hers. They have a very good witness who saw
her in possession of the knife.”

“Who?” Erin asked.

“Me.” Latherby replied.

“You sir… but…”

“I gave her the long knife, when she graduated the
Academy. Believe me, I would know it anywhere.”

“But… you don’t believe…”

“What, that she did it.” He said, shaking his head.
“No, of course not, but it was enough evidence for Andrew to turn
the Council against me. He’s managed to… limit, my influence within
the Council, but not outside the Council. That’s why I want you to
find Kile Veller first. I am assigning this bounty to you.”
Latherby said, handing Erin the files. “I’d go myself, but I have
to stay here. I have to convince the Council before all this goes
too far, and you are the only one who I can trust.”

“Thank you, sir.” Erin replied, getting to her feet.
“I’ll try not to let you down.”

“You’ve got to find her before another Hunter does.
She’s only recently been promoted to a Level Five, it won’t take
them long to catch up with her. You have to bring her in, Erin, by
any means necessary.”

“I’m going to need some help, sir. I’m going to need
Robert on this one. He’s the best tracker and if Kile is on the
run, I’ll need all the help I can get.”

“I’ve already informed Master Folkstaff he is to be
assigned to you for this bounty. He’s already here. He arrived
early yesterday. You should find him down by the stables waiting
for you. I haven’t told him anything, you’ll have to choose how
much you wish to fill him in on.”

“Thank you, sir, I’ll leave right away.”

“And Erin… I don’t know how much time you’re going
to have. It won’t take the Council long before they realize you’ve
been assigned the bounty. They may try to take it away from you,
they may even try to stop you, I don’t know… what I do know, is you
better be careful. Don’t trust anyone. We don’t know how far their
influence has spread.”

Guild Master Latherby pulled open the door and
looked out into the hall before he left the room, leaving Erin to
absorb all the information he dropped on her. It was a bit too much
for her to comprehend all at once. She knew Kile Veller, knew her
when she was nine years old and lost in the woods outside of
Riverport. She even sponsored her for the entry examination and
spoke with her on a few occasions while she was at the Academy, but
if she really added up all the time she spent with Kile, it would
have amounted to no more than a couple of weeks. How much did she
actually know about the girl? Could Kile have done what the Council
is claiming she did, and for what reason? As much as she would like
to say, she was positive Kile Veller was no assassin, she just
didn’t know.

Tucking the files into her jacket, Erin stepped out
into the hall. She made her way back to the stairs and hesitated a
moment when she heard voices, but they were moving away from her.
Was Latherby really serious, when he told her to trust no one? Did
he really think the Sons of Terrabin were that dangerous? When she
was sure the foyer was empty, she made for the Guild Hall doors.
Down the steps and across the streets of Littenbeck, she headed for
the stables.

“Not a very long visit, was it?”

Erin spun around to see the average looking man step
out from behind the building. Had he been watching her, waiting for
her? Was she being overly cautious?

“Sorry?” she replied.

“Your business… with the Council, didn’t take very
long, did it?” he asked.

“No, not very long,” she replied. “I’ll be heading
out now, if you could get my horse ready.”

“Sure thing, ma’am,” the man said.

Erin watched him disappear into the darkness of the
stables. Maybe he was a bit too average. They say the most
successful assassins are those who look the most average, the most
non-descript. She was so preoccupied with the stablehand, she never
heard the second man come up behind her.

“So, Silvia, what are you up to?”

Erin spun around, her hand instinctively going to
her sword, fortunately, she never drew it.

He was a tall man with a long braided beard and
tattered looking clothes. A wide brimmed hat sat on his head,
concealing his eyes, but not his mouth. The slightest hint of a
smile began to form.

“You never let me get that close before, so to
speak.” He said, tipping back his hat and rubbed his chin. “You
seem a little preoccupied. Would it be this bounty we are supposed
to track down?” he asked her.

Her hand fell away from her sword. “Sorry Robert,
it’s just that Guild Master Lathery has me a little spooked.”

“No need to say anything more,” Folkstaff replied.
“But it is good to see you again. It’s been a while.”

“I’ve been busy… so to speak,” Erin replied.

“I can imagine. The Council has you running all over
the realm. Keeping you busy so you don’t make waves.”

“Something like that,” she laughed nervously.

“So, who is this, all important bounty, I am to help
you track down?” Folkstaff asked, but Erin silenced him when the
average looking stablehand led her horse out into the yard.

The man looked at Erin first, and then at Folkstaff.
He seemed to be weighing something in his mind. Was he planning on
doing something, Erin wondered? Did Folkstaff’s arrival force him
to reconsider his plans, or did Latherby managed to infuse her with
a sense of paranoia?

“She weren’t here long enough for a good cleaning,”
the stablehand said. “But she has been fed and watered.”

“Thank you, sir,” Erin replied.

Since the Guild House owned the stables, there was
no fee, but she still handed the man a few coins before mounting
up. He said something more to her, it might have been a thank you,
could have been something else, but she wasn’t paying any attention
when she rode from the yard into the streets. She was no longer
comfortable in the city. There were now too many people, too many
places where they could hide. She wouldn’t feel safe until she was
out in the wild again, it must be a Hunter thing. Folkstaff mounted
the strawberry roan and followed her. They quickly navigated
through the busy streets of Littenbeck, saying nothing to one
another. Erin didn’t slow down until she crossed under the northern
gates of the city. Once she was out on the open road, once the city
walls were no longer closing in on her, she slowed her horse down
to a more even pace and let Folkstaff catch up.

“I suppose now, you can explain what’s going on?” He
asked, after they put some distance between them and Littenbeck, or
was it just the Guild Hall.

“Sorry, Robert,” she said. “I guess I’m still a
little jumpy”

“I’ve seen rabbits that were less jumpy. What’s
gotten into you, you aren’t usually like this?”

“A few days ago, I got myself into a little trouble
down south, nothing I couldn’t handle, mind you. At the time, I
thought it was just a group of brigands who chose the wrong target,
but now… I’m not so sure.”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you aware the count is now up to twenty one,
with seven Hunters still missing… eight if you count the bounty
we’re after?”

“I figured it was about that high,” Folkstaff said.
“I’ve been doing my own calculations, since the Council’s
investigators arrived at the Academy asking all sorts of questions.
I figured the number was higher than what they’ve been letting on.
So, the bounty we’re tracking is a Hunter… anyone I know?”

She pulled the file from her jacket and handed it to
him. He began to read through them as his horse kept a steady pace.
No one could train a horse better than Folkstaff, not even Horse
Master Pike.

“Things are making a bit more sense,” he said,
closing the file.

“Well?” she asked.

It was difficult to tell what Folkstaff was
thinking. He was the most laid back individual Erin had ever gotten
to know. Nothing ever bothered the big man. He just took everything
in stride, reasoned it out and went with what he believed to be the
best possible solution, regardless of what others thought.

“Well, what?” he asked.

“Come on, Robert, you know damn well what. Do you
think she did it?”

“Erin, you should know me by now. Without any
evidence, it is difficult to say one way or the other. If I am not
misreading our assignment, we are to bring Kile Veller in, not
discern her guilt or innocence that is for the Council to
decide.”

“I think the Council has already decided. They’ve
posted a bounty on her, which means, they’ve already revoked her
Hunter status.”

“I see, I suppose it’s understandable, from the
Council’s point of view.”

“What? Are you insane? How can you say that?” she
asked. This was not the response she expected.

“Think about it, Erin,” Folkstaff explained. “You
know as well as I, her evaluation during the entry examination
wasn’t entirely spectacular, not to mention her time at the
Academy. She has been deemed irrational, unpredictable, and hot
headed. Her psych evaluation is still in question, and from what
her files have to say, she has a complete disregard for authority
and has shown signs of being emotionally distant from fellow
students as well as colleagues.”

“That's not fair. You don’t know what it’s like to
go through the Academy as the only girl, constantly being ridiculed
and picked on.”

“You’re right, I wouldn’t know.” He replied. “I’m
sure, in that situation, it would change a person, but in what
ways?”

“So… what your saying is… you think she did it.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Yes, you did, you just got through telling me why
you thought she did it.”

“No, I just got through telling you why the Council
could think she did it. As for myself, without the evidence, I
cannot say one way or the other.”

“But how do you feel?”

There was a long pause, before Folkstaff
replied.

“I had the opportunity to sit with her once, during
the first wilderness survival exercise, when I tested the cadets on
their survival techniques,” he finally said.

Erin just looked at him. Folkstaff had a way of
going around the garden to get to the center, the only thing she
could do was follow him.

“How did you do that?” she asked.

“Do you remember Master Shimrock and his so called,
ultimate survival test?”

Erin laughed. “How could I forget?” she replied.

“I sent them all out into the wild to survive a
single night, with nothing more than what they brought with them to
class that day.”

“So… what happened?”

“Out of the fifty some odd cadets who took the
challenge, only three managed to spend the entire night in the
wild, and only one of them did it without complaining.”

“Kile,” Erin replied. It wasn’t difficult to guess
it had to be Kile, otherwise Folkstaff wouldn’t be telling the
story.

“The next morning, when I came to tell her the
assignment was over, she was making breakfast under a tree she
fashioned into a lean-to. She was cooking fried potatoes with
onions and cheese. To this day, I don’t know where she got those
ingredients, but she asked me to sit down and share her
breakfast.”

“And?”

“As a survivalist, she has skills, as a cook… not so
much.”

“That still doesn’t answer my question about whether
or not you think she could have assassinated the man.”

“Only if he died of food poisoning,” he laughed.

“So you don’t think she killed him?”

“If there is one thing these files say, in their
obscure way, is that Kile Veller just doesn’t have the killing
instinct.”

“What about the incident with Master Boraro?” Erin
asked.

“She didn’t kill him.” Folkstaff replied.

“She might have, I often wondered if she would have,
if no one stopped her.”

“It would appear you are not so sure of her
innocence.”

“I don’t know what to think. If she didn’t kill this
Mr. Draw, then where is she?”

“Only when we find her, will we know the answers,”
Folkstaff replied. “So where do we start?”

“Well, since Mr. Draw’s house is on the way to
Coopervill, I thought we’d go there first.”

“To see what we can see.”
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Kile opened her eyes again, but the view hadn’t
changed. She had been lying in the dark, for five days, on a damp
bed of straw, shackled to the wall with thick chains. If it wasn’t
for Reginald and his family, she would surely starve, or worse. As
long as they brought her food, she didn’t have to eat what the
guards tossed in at her. She could feign her sedation for only so
long. But to what end? She wasn’t sure. She knew, as long as they
thought she was harmless, there was no reason for them to do… well,
to do whatever it was they were planning on doing to her.

Each morning, if it was the morning, she tested the
chains, pulling on them, but it was no use. They were as secured to
the wall as they were around her wrists, keeping her arms stretched
apart so she couldn’t even brush the hair from her eyes or scratch
the end of her nose. Why was it her nose never itched until she was
unable to scratch it?

From what she learned from Reginald, she was
imprisoned in a cell, in a dungeon, in the deepest part of either a
Keep or a Stronghold. She wasn’t sure what the difference was
between the two, but the images Reginald showed her, were limited
at best.

The outer door, to the dungeon, opened. The squeak
of the rusted hinges, echoed off the bare walls. A dry wind blew in
from somewhere. It was a welcome relief, if only for a moment. The
door closed and the sound of bare feet on cold stone got closer.
She slumped down against her chains. Her only defense was to keep
faking her condition, at least until she could find a way out. The
shackles bit into her wrists, but she knew it was better than the
alternative.

Someone, or something, jingled a set of keys outside
her cell, and the door opened, but she was in no condition to take
advantage of the situation. They tossed in a bowl of food, or what
their idea of food was, along with a few choice words in a language
she couldn’t understand, before locking the door again. The bowl
landed on the stone floor, not far from her feet, and tipped to one
side. It released a thick gray slug. Even if she was hungry enough
to eat it, she had no way of actually reaching it. She couldn’t
identify what was in the bowl or even understand what her jailer
said to her each day, for the last five days, but each time he said
it, he seemed more determined and she knew her time was running
out. She would have to find a way to escape, but escape wasn’t
going to be easy. The cell door wouldn’t be a problem, if she could
get the keys away from her jailer. She would need Reginald’s help
with that. Finding her way out of the stronghold, or was it a keep,
would be tricky at best, but she had a firm idea of the layout,
even if it was from a skewed point of view. All she needed to do
was find a way out of the shackles, and that was where her master
plan met its demise.

The shackles were welded closed, sealed around her
wrist. There was no key to unlock them since there was no lock.
Whoever chained her to the wall had no intention of letting
her.

The last thing she could remember was knocking on
Mr. Draw’s door, and the horrid smell that filled the air. She
couldn’t identify it at the time, but she knew it now. It was the
scent, or should that be stench, of the uhyre. If that was true,
and the guttural sounds of her jailer’s voice seemed to support
that scenario, then she must be somewhere in the wastelands, the
only thing she didn’t know was why.

She played over the various scenarios in her head,
trying to make each piece of the puzzle fit and then filling in the
blank spaces with simple speculation. She knew, whoever was behind
this, was not of the uhyre, but a vir. The man who opened the door
of the cabin spoke to her in the royal tongue. As far as she knew,
none of the uhyre spoke the King’s language or at least, not that
clearly. He also knew something about Hunters, since he must have
been the one who sent the message, knowing a higher priority
package would supersede the temporary freeze on common deliveries.
Then, of course, her food was tainted. She was able to detect it
the first night she was here, simply by its smell. They were trying
to keep her sedated, probably out of fear of what her Edge could
do. Even in keeping her hands apart, they showed some knowledge of
the mystic arts, since more complicated skills needed the use of
special hand movements. The only glimmer of hope she had, was in
their attempts to prevent her from using her Edge, they proved they
had no idea what her Edge was. That, at least, gave her some
advantage.

A noise, in the corner of her cell, caught her
attention. Something moved out from underneath the pile of straw.
She couldn’t make out what it was at first until it moved into the
thin shaft of light, which came through the small window of her
cell door. It was a large brown rat, larger than what she was used
to seeing back home. It was nearly six inches from end to end, not
including the tail, which was easily another ten inches. He came
out from the shadows, cautiously sniffing the gray slop which
spilled from the bowl.

“You wouldn’t happen to know what that is, would
you?” she asked it.

-Not a chance.-

The rat replied, slowly backing away.

-I heard the valrik eat something known as Shrool,
but I don’t know if that’s what it is.-

“Just though I asked,” she replied.

The rat retreated back into the pile of straw and
reappeared with something round in its mouth. As it got closer,
Kile identified it as a potato.

-I’m afraid this is all I can bring you today.-

He said, climbing up the wall with it in his mouth.
He walked along the thick chains, onto her arm and all the way up
to her shoulder in order to get it close to her mouth so she could
take a bite. Raw potato would not have been her first choice for a
meal, but it was better than nothing, and definitely better than
the gray slop which was now congealing on the cell floor. It would
be at least another six or seven hours, before the guard came in to
remove the bowl.

-It has been difficult to get into the kitchen with
so many vir.-

The idea of men working alongside the uhyre
disturbed her. Of course, she had no way of knowing if they were
doing it voluntarily.

“They’re preparing for something,” she replied a bit
nervously. She was just hoping that whatever it was they were
preparing for didn’t include her.

-There is talk of a visitor coming today, someone
important, someone the black robed man wants to make comfortable.
Someone he needs.-

“Needs? Needs for what?” she asked.

-His plan.-

“I don’t suppose you know what his plan is?”

-Don’t know. He never speaks of it, not even to the
little cruel one.-

She finished the last bite of her potato and the rat
climbed back down to the cell floor.

-Try to find Kile better food tomorrow-

He said, heading towards the corner of the room, to
where a small hole in the stone wall was located.

“Thank you Reginald.” She called after, but the rat
was long gone.

From what she learned from Reginald’s visits, she
now knew the keep, or stronghold, was populated by the uhyre,
except for the kitchen staff, which seemed to be made up of mostly
vir. That wasn’t really surprising, since there appeared to be at
least two vir in charge, and she figured they wouldn’t want to eat
the gray slop either.

The rats call one of the vir, the blacked robed man.
She could only assume it was because he wore a black robe. The
other was referred to as, the little cruel one. She had not seen
either man since her imprisonment, but that was probably because
they thought she had not regained consciousness. It was also clear,
the black robed man was in charge, since, according to Reginald, he
often bossed the little cruel one around.

The knowledge didn’t really help her situation, but
then, as Master Adams back at the Academy always said, information
was power. It was the job of all good Hunters to gather as much
information as they could, and that was all she could do at the
moment, gather information. But, if the situation didn’t improve,
what good was the information.

She closed her eyes and her mind and melted into the
silence of the cell. It was only a matter of time before, whatever
was going to happen, happened and she had to be ready for it. She
must have dozed off since she was awakened by the sound of the
dungeon doors opening again. Was it meal time already? It was
difficult to tell time in the darkness of the cell, she had no way
of telling night from day. Maybe they were just coming for the
bowl, or maybe they were coming for her, this time.

“Unhand me,” she heard a young woman scream. “You
don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

It was a long time, since she heard real words
spoken in the darkness, most of the time it was just the guttural
speech of the uhyre. She risked looking up towards the small window
of the door, but she couldn’t see anything from her place on the
floor.

“Put her in with the Hunter, they can keep each
other company.”

The second voice was that of a man, who sounded
strangely familiar. The way he spit out the word Hunter showed a
strong hatred towards the Guild.

“I will not be handled like this. Do you hear me? Do
you know who I am?” the young girl shouted.

The door to Kile’s cell opened, rather abruptly,
swinging into the wall with a loud bang. It was probably because
the valrik, who was handling the young woman, pushed her through
it. She landed hard on the cold stone floor, knocking over the rest
of the gray slop, which Kile had come to call, Shrool, even if it
wasn’t. The young woman’s hands and her feet were bound, and she
wiggled across the room towards the door which closed and was
locked behind her.

“Don’t! Don’t lock me in here,” she cried out.

“You will stay in there until you are ready to
cooperate,” the man said.

Kile knew she heard that voice before, and she even
dared to look up towards the small window of the door to catch a
glimpse of her captor. All she could see was the dark silhouette of
a man's head, blocking out the only light she had. From the
silhouette, she couldn’t tell if it was the black robed man or the
little cruel one. If she had to guess, she would say it was the
little cruel one, why have minions working for you if not to do all
the dirty work.

“Wait… come back… please.” The young girl pleaded,
but the man just made a dismissive sound and disappeared from the
window.

Kile waited until she heard the dungeon doors close
again, leaving her in the dark, but not alone this time.

“Are you alright?” she asked the shadows where the
young girl was hiding.

“Stay away from me. Don’t come any closer.” The girl
shouted. She started to wiggle her way across the room and didn’t
stop until she reached the corner. She had nowhere else to go.
“Just… Just stay away from me.”

“Well, I’m hardly in any position to get any
closer.” Kile replied, and shook her arms the best she could, in
order to get the chains rattling.

She couldn’t see the young girl on the other side of
the room, not in the darkness of the cell. Where was the
exceptional eye sight now she needed it? That was the problem with
certain aspects of her Edge. They seem to come and go at the worst
possible moments.

“You’re… you’re a prisoner here too?” the girl
asked.

No, Kile thought, I’m just here for the spa
treatment. She was not the brightest person to be locked up in a
cell with.

“It would appear that way. The name is Kile… Kile
Veller. What’s yours?”

“Emara Lon,” the young girl replied.

She seemed a little calmer now, now she knew Kile
wasn’t some creature locked in the small room with her. Emara? She
had heard the name before, but she wasn’t sure where.

“Why are you here, Emara?” she asked.

“Because I was captured,” Emara replied.

“I mean, why were you captured?”

“Oh… I don’t know… I mean, I know… but… I don’t
know.”

Yes, definitely not one of the brightest people to
be locked up with.

“What is it that you do?” Kile asked.

“Me? I… I’m just a student. I’m studying the mystic
arts.”

“You’re a mystic?”

“Well… yeah, sort of. I’ve only been studying there
for a couple of years. I’m not really a full mystic, not yet.”

“But you know the arts… don’t you?”

“I’m one of the few people who are influenced by all
eight spheres, so they say.” She announced proudly.

Kile knew very little about the mystic arts, and
trusted them even less. She only knew what her instructor, back at
the Academy, told her, and that wasn’t very informative.

“Can you manipulate metal?” Kile asked.

“Metal? I’m afraid I’m not all that good with metal.
Funny… that’s what Ravenshadow asked me.”

“Ravenshadow?”

“Yeah, that old man in the long dark robes, he calls
himself Ravenshadow,” Emara replied. “He said I was free to go, if
I did some metal manipulations for him. I told him to go jump in a
lake and then they threw me in here. Not exactly the most
hospitable person, but then, anyone who hangs around with valrik
can’t be all that nice.”

“So you can’t manipulate metal.” Kile replied as her
hopes started to die.

“Well… I don’t really know.” Emara said meekly.

“You don’t know how, or you don’t know if you
can?”

“Well, my instructors say I can, but I haven’t had
very much luck with it to tell you the truth.”

“Could you try on these shackles? Make them larger.
If you can free my hands, maybe we can try to get out of here.”

Kile had seen some wondrous things done through the
mystic arts, she had seen her instructor create a figure of a
rabbit out of a lump of stone, but even he couldn’t manipulate
metal.

“I can’t,” Emara replied.

“But you could try.”

“No, I mean… I can’t, not with my hands tied. I
haven’t learned how to work the arts without moving my hands.”

“How are your hands tied?” Kile asked, straining her
eyes to see the young girl through the darkness, but all she could
make out was a faint shape pressed up against the far wall.

“Together,” Emara replied.

This was going to be a long, drawn out,
conversation, Kile realized.

“I meant, what are they tied with, is it just a
rope?”

“Yeah, I think so… why?”

“I might be able to get your hands free.”

Kile closed her eyes and reached out with her Edge.
It was a new trick she had been practicing since leaving the
Academy. Not only could she detect the presence of the natural
world, but she was learning how to call to it. She wasn’t really
sure how it worked, it was kind of hit or miss and the range was
limited, but she could connect with certain animals at certain
times. It didn’t take her long before she found Reginald, he wasn’t
far away. She hadn’t really figured out how to let him know what
she needed him for, just that she needed him, and she knew, in her
mind, he understood.

Within moments she heard the familiar sound in the
damp straw on the far side of the cell.

“What… what was that?” Emara asked.

She had heard the sound as well.

-Kile?-

“Reginald.”

“Reginald? Who are you talking to Kile? Is there
someone else in the cell?” Emara asked.

“Reginald, do you think you can gnaw through Emara’s
ropes?”

-Gnaw through ropes. Well, it wouldn’t be my first
choice but of course I can.-

Reginald, and four of his family members, ran across
the cell towards Emara. Kile only then realized she should have
warned Emara when she heard the young girl scream.

“RATS!”

Her high shrill scream echoed through the dungeon as
Emara tried in vain to get away from the rodents. Hopefully the
guards would enjoy the thought of the young girl being savaged by
rats, rather than come to her aide.

“Emara, calm down please,” Kile said.

“There are rats in here,” Emara shrieked.

“Yes, I know, they only want to help.” Kile tried to
explain.

“Help? Help who?”

“Just calm down, they’re not going to harm you.”

“I don’t like rats.” Emara shouted.

“Do you want to get out of here or not?” Kile asked
calmly. She wanted to shout as well, but feared if the guards hear
two voices they may get suspicious and come to investigate. As far
as they knew, Kile was still sedated.

“I don’t like rats.” Emara shouted again.

“You can’t see the rats.” Kile said.

“I know they’re there.”

“Think of them as kittens, little furry kittens, you
like kittens… don’t you?” Kile asked.

-No, not really.-

Reginald replied.

“You’re not helping Reg.”

“Kittens… little furry kittens,” Emara repeated over
and over to herself. With her new mantra well-rehearsed, Reginald
and his family of little furry rat kittens went to work on the
ropes which bound the young mystic hands.

It took them longer than Kile would have thought to
gnaw through the ropes, but she knew when they were done when Emara
jumped to her feet screaming.

“Get them off, get them off.”

So much for the little furry kittens.

-Well… she’s free, for all the good it will do
you.-

Reginald replied as he and his family sought refuge
beside Kile to get away from the flailing Emara.

“Thanks guys. That’s another one I owe you.”

-Kile is family and family doesn’t owe family.-

It was a nice sentiment, although a little strange
to be considered a member of a rat’s family.

“If you’re finished jumping around, you might want
to lend a hand here,” Kile told Emara.

“But they were on me. Those icky dirty rats were all
over me,” Emara whined.

-You're welcome-

Reginald shouted, but then Emara wouldn’t have
understood him anyway.

“Well, they’re not anymore, so if you can please try
to get these shackles off, I would be eternally grateful,” Kile
said.

As Emara got closer, Kile was able to get a better
look at the young mystic. She was about the same age, although she
didn’t act it. She was slim and pale, with a round face and wild
bright pink hair, the tips of which were even touched with a hint
of blue.

“By the arts are you alright?” She asked when she
got a closer look at Kile.

The gentle touch of the young mystic’s hands on her
wrist seemed more painful than the steel shackles as she
winced.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I’ll get you out of those,
I promise.” Emara replied. She set her hands on the shackles and
began to chant.

Something was starting to happen. Kile could smell
the charge in the air as it engulfed her. She could feel it
building in the shackles around her wrist as they started to get
warmer… and warmer… and warmer.

“Hot. Hot! HOT!” Kile cried, pulling at the shackles
which were now burning her wrist, but she couldn’t get her hand out
of them.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Emara panicked. “That’s the
wrong art.”

“No kidding.” Kile shouted. She didn’t really care
who heard her now.

“Sorry, I sometimes get my arts confused.” Emara
confessed. “Now, let me see, that was the fire sphere, this must be
the metal sphere.”

Placing her hands upon the shackles, Emara fell into
her mystic arts again. The smell, which engulfed the room, was
different this time, it was more metallic in nature. Kile was never
sure if the smell was a real byproduct of the magic. As far as she
knew, no one else had ever mentioned the mystic arts having an
odor. She didn’t have time to ponder it as the shackle began to
squeeze her wrist.

“It’s a little tight, Emara,” Kile told the mystic,
trying to remain calm.

Emara kept mumbling the words over the shackles.

“It’s getting even tighter,” Kile warned her.

Emara kept mumbling.

“I can no longer feel my fingers,” Kile said.

“What? OH, I’m sorry.” Emara exclaimed, backing away
from the shackle, which was now half the size it was before she
started and cutting off the circulation to Kile’s fingers. She
could feel her hand growing numb.

“Um… Um… Okay… ah let me see, let me try… this one.”
The young mystic stammered. She placed her hands back on the
shackle and began to mumble a few new words. The scent of the magic
changed again and this time it smelled of wet earth.

“Emara… are you using an earth art?” Kile asked.

“No… oh… oh yeah, I guess I was. Sorry about that,”
Emara replied.

“Just calm down, take a deep breath and relax. I
know you can do this.” Kile told her, although, the burn on her
wrist and her numb fingers were saying otherwise.

“I don’t know Kile. It’s just… really hard,” Emara
whined. “The metal sphere is just too hard to manipulate. I was
never really good at it to begin with. I can’t tell you the number
of swords I ruined by turning them to dust.”

“Dust? You can turn a sword to dust?” Kile
asked.

“Well, sure, that’s easy,” Emara laughed. “You just
have to accelerate the rusting of the metal. Chaos spells are
easier than order spells and a lot more fun,” she said.

“Then can’t you just turn it to dust?”

“Well, yeah, of course I could, but I thought you
wanted them larger so you could pull your hand out.”

“But if they were dust, I wouldn’t have to worry
about that, would I?”

“Oh… no I… I guess you wouldn’t, would you?”

Kile rolled her eyes. Now she remembered why she
never liked the mystic arts, or was it just the mystics she had
problems with.

Emara set her hands back on the shackles and Kile
braced herself for the worst, but the air filled with the same
metallic scent as it had before, and the young mystic began to
mumble her words of corrosion. Within moments the retrains on
Kile’s wrist were gone, and all that was left were a few flakes of
rust. She could feel her fingers now as she shook out her hand, and
then scratched her nose.

“You did it Emara.” Kile laughed.

“I did, didn’t I?”

“Now try the other one.”

Sure enough, once she got started, the shackles on
her other wrist crumbled beneath Emara’s hands. Kile felt relieved
to have the use of her hands again, not to mention being able to
move once more, but the relief was short lived.

“What do you mean you didn’t go check on her?” The
man’s voice echoed through the dungeon as the outer door opened
again. “If you let anything happen to that girl, Ravenshadow will
have your ass.”

The answer was a bit guttural, and Kile couldn’t
understand the valrik’s reply, but it wasn’t hard to figure out
what they were discussing. Kile quickly stumbled to her feet,
trying to regain her balance. She moved to the dark corner of the
cell. The keys were jingled again, and the cell door swung
open.

“Are you ready to cooperate, Miss. Lon?” The man
asked. He stepped into the cell, but his attention was quickly
drawn to the chains, which hung empty on the far wall. “What?
What’s going on here, where did she go?”

He may have been taller than she was, and he was
definitely stronger, but Kile had the advantage. She swept his legs
out from under him the minute he turned around. The man went down
hard and Kile grabbed Emara’s arm, pulling her out of the cell.

“I should have killed you when I had the chance,” he
shouted and his hand burst into flames.

“ERIC,” Kile exclaimed.

The room lit up with a ball of fire, but before he
could hurl it towards her, Kile pulled the cell door closed. A
fiery explosion ignited on the other side. Fortunately, the door
was thick enough to withstand the impact of Eric’s Edge.
Unfortunately, the valrik who unlocked the door in the first place,
was in the hall with Kile and Emara. He appeared startled at first
to find the prisoners were on his side of the cell door and his
master was on the other.

He started to shout something in his harsh tongue,
which Kile could only image, was going to be a cry for help, but he
never got the chance. He suddenly disappeared with a flash of
light, leaving behind his helmet, keys, sword and clothing.

“By the arts it worked,” Emara said, looking quite
pleased with herself.

“What did you just do?” Kile asked.

“I transported him, I think.”

“Where?”

“I… don’t know... somewhere.”

“Without his clothes?”

“I was rushed. I don’t function very well when I’m
rushed.”

Kile grabbed the Goblin’s spent clothing and began
putting them on. They were little more than rags, they smelled bad
and it made her skin crawl to be wearing them, but they were better
than nothing.

“You’re going to wear those?” Emara asked with a
note of disgust in her voice.

“Well, I’m not running around naked.” Kile replied,
grabbing the fallen sword. She quickly pulled Emara to the end of
the hall. It wouldn’t take Eric long before he managed to burn down
the cell door and Kile wanted to be as far away from the dungeon
when he did.

She only had a vague idea of where to go next. It
was just a matter of seeing thing from a rat’s point of view.
Reginald gave her a very detailed layout of the stronghold just as
Vesper use to do. The problem was, things looked rather different
from the ground up.

Reaching the end of the hall, Kile pulled open the
dungeon door and found herself staring into a room filled with the
uhyre, she quickly closed it again, hoping none of them noticed.
Taking a firm grip on her sword, she waited for the alarm to sound,
but it never did. A loud bang, and a flash of light, only reminded
her Eric hadn’t given up trying to burn the cell door down. It was
a shame Emara couldn’t transport him to some unknown place.

“What’s the matter?” Emara asked.

“We can’t get out this way.” Kile told her, although
she wasn’t sure of any other way to get out. Dungeons were not well
known for having back doors. Another flash of fire from the way
they came only heightened the urgency to find one.

Her only choice now, was to give Emara a head start,
and hope the young mystic could find her own way out of the
stronghold before getting recaptured. If this Ravenshadow wanted
her so badly, then it was another reason for Kile to keep her away
from him.

She balanced the sword in her hand. It was still a
clumsy weapon, not like her Lann, of course, those were long gone,
as with everything else she owned.

“When the fighting starts, I want you to get out, no
matter what. Don’t wait for me.” She told Emara.

She tightened her grip on the sword and reached for
the door handle. It was the job of all Hunters to protect the
civilians on any mission, and even if this wasn’t a true mission,
she was still a Hunter.

She pulled open the door, but Emara slammed it shut.
If the valrik on the other side didn’t know something was wrong,
they knew it now.

“Emara, what are you doing?”

“There might be another way.” The young mystic told
her. “Another skill. Oh, if I can only remember how it goes.”

A flash of fire, down at the end of the hall,
followed by the sound of splintered wood being tossed about, proved
the dungeon door wasn’t really all that study.

“Guards,” Eric’s voice barked up the hall. His fiery
form began to move in their direction.

The door behind Kile flew open and one of the valrik
poked its head out. It turned and looked directly at her with its
yellow eyes piercing the darkness, its strange disfigured face with
its oversized drooping nose, and skin, the color of wet stone. She
gripped her sword and was about to strike, but it suddenly looked
the other way.

“Where are they? Did you find them?” Eric shouted,
coming within inches of the two girls. She could feel the heat
emanating from Eric’s hands, even the valrik took a step or two
back.

The guard replied with some gibberish which Kile
still couldn’t understand, but it appeared Eric could.

“What do you mean they didn’t come this way, what
other way is there?” He shouted and struck the guard with his
flaming right hand, knocking him back into the room amongst a
shower of cinders. “You useless sack of flesh, find them, they
couldn’t have gotten far.”

The uhyre fled the room when Eric entered. He kicked
over a few chairs, knocked a pot of… probably Shrool, off the table
and shattered a few pieces of crockery before heading out through
the door on the far side of the room. When the door closed, Kile
was able to breathe again.

“What just happened?” She asked, stepping into the
now empty room. “He was just a foot from us and he didn’t see
us.”

“It worked, Ha… take that Master Tallo.” Emera
shouted. “And he said I would never be able to master that
one.”

“What happened? What did you do?” Kile asked.

“Limited invisibility.” Emara announced with pride.
“It’s part of the air sphere, something to do with bending vision
around you. I never really understood how it worked, but it’s
really fun to do.”

Invisibility, she should have guessed. She had a
friend, back at the Academy, who was able to turn himself
invisible, so to speak. It was his Hunter’s Edge, but it was a
rather taxing endeavor and he couldn’t maintain it for long. It
didn’t look as if Emara suffered any ill effects. To her, it was as
simple as blowing out a candle. That was the difference between
Mystics and Hunters, it was all in the way they use their
skills.

“How long can you keep that up?” Kile asked.

“How long do you need me to?”

“Until we can get out of here.”

The problem with limited invisibility was just that,
it was limited. It was like holding up a bed sheet and hiding
behind it. As long as the sheet was between the mystic and whoever
she wanted to hide from, she would, by all accounts, be invisible.
This meant Emara needed to go first, with Kile following as closely
behind her as she could and hope nobody comes up behind them. In
this way they slowly navigated the dark halls of the stronghold,
looking for anything which might look familiar, from a rat’s point
of view. Kile thought she could find the way out easily, but once
they got into the twist and turns of the hallways, they somehow got
turned around. Instead of finding the exit, they entered a large
gallery through a second floor balcony.

The place was enormous, with its huge arched
ceilings and thick wooden beams. There were tapestries, banners and
shields with coats of arms, she had never seen before, hanging from
the rafters and mounted on the walls. Far below them were old
tables and chairs which had been pushed to the side and discarded,
leaving the cold marble floor bare, save for a few stray bits of
debris. A raised platform with a large wooden throne was displayed
on the far side of the room, and upon the throne sat a man in black
robes. This must be Ravenshadow.

The tattered black robes concealed every part of his
body, from his feet to his head with a large heavy hood hanging
down over his face. The only parts of him which weren’t covered
were his hands. Thin, bone white hands that floated in a sea of
black cloth.

The two girls began to move slowly to the other side
of the balcony, to the hall on the opposite end, and hopefully to
the exit. Emara needed to face the black robed man as they walked,
with Kile between her and the wall, in order to keep the illusion
of invisibility. They were half way across the balcony when the
doors, just below them, opened. Eric stormed into the room. He
walked across the marble floor towards the black robed man, known
as Ravenshadow. This was the first time Kile was able to get a good
look at the young man, who had tried to kill her during their time
at the Academy. She was surprised at how little he changed. Of
course, it was only two years ago.

He was thin, with greasy black hair matted to his
head. He looked just like his open script, with his narrow eyes,
and sharp, hawk like nose. He was dressed in dark, hardened
leather, wore knee high boots and a black tattered cape, not unlike
the robes of Ravenshadow. All in all, he looked ridiculous, but it
wasn’t what he looked like that surprised Kile, it was what he did
next. He knelt before the dark robed man, as a servant would before
his King.

“My Lord, I fear that the prisoners have escaped,”
he said, bowing his head.

“Escaped?”

There was no anger in Ravenshadow’s voice, or
surprise. It was almost as if he expected the events to happen,
just not so soon.

“Yes, my Lord.” Eric replied.

“And how did they manage to do this?”

“I’m not entirely sure, my Lord,” Eric said, looking
up. He seemed surprised by Ravenshadow’s lack of anger. “All I know
is, the mystic must have done something to the Hunter’s shackles.
There was only a pile of rusted metal left.”

The black robed man leaned back in his throne.
Clasping his bone white hands together, he brought them up to where
his chin must have been under the hood. He held them there for a
few minutes, as if to ponder what his servant told him.

“Bring me… this rust.” He finally said.

“My Lord?”

“The rust, from the shackles, I want it.”
Ravenshadow said calmly.

“But, my Lord, the prisoners are loose.”

“They are of little use to us now. Let the uhyre
handle the prisoners. Bring me the rust.”

“My Lord, if Veller gets back to Aru…”

“What? She cannot stop it. My plan is finally in
motion. There is no stopping it now,” Ravenshadow replied.

“Yes, my Lord, of course, but I was only thinking
about…”

“He will have to mind for himself, won’t he?”
Ravenshadow said, holding up his white bony hand to stop Eric’s
ranting. “If he cannot handle one little girl, then maybe he’s not
the ally I require in these times. Now, do as I say, bring me the
rush from the shackles, let the uhyre deal with the prisoners.”

“Yes, my Lord.” Eric reluctantly replied. He slowly
backed away from the black robed man, then turned around and headed
for the door. He stopped in the middle of the floor and looked up
at the balcony, directly at Kile, as if he could see her, and then,
she realized, Eric could see her, since Emara was hiding behind
her.

“Emara… what are you doing?” Kile asked, not taking
her eyes off of Eric.

“I don’t want Ravenshadow to see me,” Emara
replied.

“Great. But now… he can see me,” Kile said.

“Oh… yeah… sorry about that,” The young mystic
apologized.

Ravenshadow slowly rose from his wooden throne and
stepped down from the raised platform. He walked up behind Eric,
his black robes sliding along the floor behind him silently, like a
massive shadow. He looked up at her, and even though Kile couldn’t
see his face within the folds of his hood, she knew he was
smiling.

“So, you are Kile Veller,” he said in that eerily
calm voice. “Eric has told me all about you.”

“And you are Ravenshadow,” Kile replied, keeping her
voice equally as calm. “And I’m afraid, I’ve never heard of you
before.”

“Oh, you will, my dear… you will, but maybe that’s a
bit premature, since your use to me is… well… shall we say… at an
end.”

“Well, if that’s the case, then I do have one
question.” Kile said, leaning on the railings of the balcony.

“Only one… I am surprised,” he replied.

“Oh, well… let’s be honest,” she laughed. “I have a
lot of questions to ask, but I’m sure you wouldn’t answer any of
them. From what I’ve heard, you won’t even tell you toady your
plans, so why would you even think about telling them to me.”

There was a momentary break in Ravenshadow’s calm
exterior when he turned and looked at Eric, but it was only brief.
He soon turned his full attention back to her.

“My plans are not a secret, all I seek is, justice.
Surely as a true Hunter, you can understand that,” he said.

“True… true, but the whole… kidnapping, bondage
thing, that I don’t get,” Kile replied.

“It was only to keep you safe, for the time
being.”

“Safe? Safe from whom? You? The uhyre? Funny, I
thought I was safe before you brought me here.”

By now, Emara was tugging on Kile’s arm and she knew
the uhyre were on their way, if they hadn’t already arrived.

“Was that your question?” The black robed man
asked.

“No, not really, all I really wanted to know was…
why Ravenshadow. What? Were all the good names taken? I mean it's a
bit cliché, sort of like a villain in an old fairy tale. I mean,
come on, this was the best you could come up with.”

“Oh, I think the name suits me just fine.” He
laughed, raising his arms. The black tattered robes fell around
him, and Kile had to admit, he did kind of look like a large raven
at that moment.

“Um… Kile?” Emara whispered, still tugging on her
arm. “I think we have more trouble,” The young mystic said,
pointing up at the rafters.

The wooden beams were now occupied by hundreds of
ravens, each one of them staring at the girls with their little
black eyes. Where they had come from, how they had gotten there,
Kile had no idea.

“I’m afraid this discussion is at an end.”
Ravenshadow said. He quickly brought down his arms, folding his
tattered black robes about him, and when he did, the ravens took
flight heading directly towards the two girls.
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Of all the parts of her Edge Kile learned and was
still learning, there was one part, one skill, she despised above
all else. The reason she disliked it, was simple. It went against
what she came to believe to be nature. In a way, it was an
abomination of the order of things. She hated the way it made her
feel. She hated the fact it came so easily to her. She hated what
it did to the animals around her, and worse of all, deep down,
somewhere in the dark recesses of her psyche, the one thing she
hated the most about it, was that some part of her actually enjoyed
it.

The Maligar was a power she swore she would never
use again, but as it consumed her, as its thick black strands
reached out from her mind and sought out the ravens, she felt
empowered. Her psyche merged with the black birds, and there was
nothing they could do to stop it. Within a matter of moments, not
one, not a dozen, but hundreds of ravens fell within her control
and turned on their former master.

She could see everything that was happening, not
from her own eyes, but from the small black eyes of the ravens. She
saw what they saw. She knew what they knew. She felt what they
felt. She lived a hundred lives all at one time. She hatched one
hundred times. She learned to fly one hundred times. She saw every
place from the black seas of southern coast to the Spine Mountains,
all in a matter of seconds. She heard the curses. She heard the
shouts as the ravens attacked the black robed man and his cruel
little toady. She felt herself clawing at them with her talons,
pecking at them with her beaks, until the touch of one hand brought
her back to her senses.

“Kile,” Emara shouted. She was afraid.

She was back in her body, but only just, she still
had control of the ravens. Her mind was torn between two worlds and
she was holding on by a thin thread of sanity. She turned the
ravens down the hallway against the uhyre who threaten their
escape. Emara grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the now
vacant halls, but the girl wasn’t going in the right direction, she
was taking the wrong turns. She was heading up to the roof, instead
of down to the main gate. Kile knew the way, but she couldn’t
speak. Each time she tried, it came out as a chorus of caws all
around her.

Emara pulled her towards the stairs, spiraling
further up as the valrik closed in behind them. The guttural cries
and the clashing of crude weapons were getting closer when they
exited the tower door onto the battlements under the warm night
sky. Kile suddenly lost connection with the ravens. Snapping back
into her mind, one hundred times, left her dazed and confused. She
fell to her knees on the cold stone. She could only watch as Emara
worked her arts over the door.

“That should hold them for a while,” the young
mystic said, stepping back from the door. “Assuming I used the
right spell.”

There was a loud crash on the opposite side of the
door, followed by some verbal exchange between the valrik. They had
no idea what was said, only that it was followed by an eerie
silence. Whether it was just a strong door or Emara’s spell, it
looked as if it was holding.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Emara said coming to
Kile’s side and helping her to her feet.

Emara started chanting, and Kile suddenly felt
herself being pulled out of reality, spiraling down a deep hole and
suddenly hitting the ground, and then everything went black.

 


When she finally opened her eyes, she was staring at
a vast wasteland of cracked earth as far as she could see. The sky
was a hazy gray in color, but there were no clouds, only a dim
yellow sun which hung low on the horizon. Kile tried to get to her
feet, but for some reason, her legs wouldn’t hold her weight. She
figured sitting would be to her advantage.

“Thank the arts you’re back to normal,” Emara said
from somewhere off to Kile’s side.

“Normal,” Kile laughed. “I don’t think I would use
that word.”

“How about just, conscious.” The mystic replied,
dropping a pile of, what could only be described as, plant leaves
on the ground. “You gave me a right good scare there,” she
said.

“I must have… over exerted myself,” Kile
replied.

“What did you do? One moment t these birds are
flying right at us, the next moment they’re attacking everyone in
sight. Then they go and clear a way for us to escape.”

“It’s… difficult to explain,” Kile said, not that
she actually wanted to.

“They’ve been teaching me every skill in every
sphere at the Tower, but none of my instructors taught me anything
about controlling birds,” Emara told her.

“Well… it’s not exactly a common… skill.”

“I’ll say. The way you controlled those rats, and
then the birds. It was incredible.”

Kile shook her head. “I didn’t control the rats,”
she said.

“What? What do you mean?” Emara asked.

“The rats? I didn’t control the rats… I asked them
for their help.”

“Same thing, what difference does it make.”

“It makes a lot of difference.” Kile shouted, and
then regretted how the words came out when she saw the startled
look on Emara’s face. It didn’t help her head much, either, as it
pounded every word back at her. “I’m… I’m sorry. I… I didn’t mean
to snap. It’s just, Reginald’s family helped because they wanted
to… the ravens had no choice. I didn’t give them one.”

“No, I’m sorry.” Emara said, sitting down beside
her. “I should have realized how taxing the arts are, if it was
actually an art,” she said.

“What do you mean if it was actually an art?”

“Well, I’m not an expert in the mystic arts, and a
lot of my instructors would agree. But, I do know a thing or two
about the way they work, and what you did back there, that didn’t
seem like an art to me. It seemed more like… well… a natural
skill.”

“I don’t think I understand.”

“Well… the arts are more like, manipulating the
strings of reality, placing them in the proper order to make things
happen. If you know the order to place them in, you’ve basically
cast a spell. If you place them in the wrong order, and believe me,
I’ve done that enough times, nothing really happens. At least you
hope nothing happens. It’s better than the alternative. I once
tried to shape a stone and… well… let’s just say the outcome was a
bit embarrassing.”

“I thought all you had to do was just think it to
happen,” Kile replied.

“The simple spells, yeah, like… lighting a candle.
It’s like one or two strings to get it to work. You can’t really
screw up two strings of reality,” Emara laughed.

“I wouldn’t put it past me.” Kile replied “But then,
I… don’t remember any… strings.”

“That’s just it,” Emara said, getting rather
excited. “A spell, like the one you used back there on those birds.
That would have been very complicated. Anything which deals with
changing a person’s perception or controlling his will is really
hard. There aren’t too many mystics at the tower who can do it, and
you did it without thinking… and with multiple subjects. That
should have been impossible.”

“Then how can I do it?” Kile asked.

“That's what I’m saying. It’s more like a natural
skill, like a bird flying or a skunk spraying, or a fish swimming,
they don’t have to work at it, it just happens, it’s what they are.
Maybe this is what you are,” Emara said.

“A freak.”

“I didn’t say that.” Emara replied, picking out one
of the leaves from the pile. She began peeling the outer skin.

“What are you going to do with those?” Kile
asked.

“I was going to get water from them,” Emara said,
looking at Kile. “Isn’t this how it’s done?”

“Not from those, they’re poisonous.” She
replied.

Emara quickly dropped the leaf back on the pile.
“Are you sure? How do you know?”

“Me and my freak nose could smell them from here.”
Kile said, slowly getting to her feet. “Come on, I’ll show you the
ones that are safe to eat.”

After a quick survey of the surrounding area, Kile
began to wonder why anyone, the uhyre included, would want to stay
in the wastelands. Aside from a few reptiles, which Kile refused to
even entertain the thought of eating, there wasn’t much in the way
of life. The few leaves, which Emara picked earlier, came from a
tainted tree beside an equally tainted water hole. It was as if
everything in the flatlands was either dead, dying or trying to
kill you.

They traveled during the night, not only to avoid
the heat of the sun, but so they weren’t seen. They weren’t sure
how far Emara was able to send them with her arts, and Kile was
half expecting to see the hidden stronghold over the next hill,
with the black robed Ravenshadow standing in the doorway waiting
for them.

As the first light of dawn slowly rose over the
horizon, they sought a place of safety in the shadows of a rocky
outcrop. It didn’t take Emara long, too succumbed to the strenuous
activity of walking, and she pulled the tattered remains of her
robes around her, falling asleep. Kile, on the other hand, couldn’t
sleep. The events of the last week just added to the questions
which were already on her mind. For starters, she reluctantly
discarded her belief in the Sons of Terrabin being behind the
disappearance and death of her fellow Hunters. If what happened to
her was any indication, then this Ravenshadow was behind it all,
but he wasn’t alone. Who was this guy he was working with, and what
was his part in this master plan? Ravenshadow said he wanted
justice, but justice for whom, and how did Eric fit into all of
this? Then there were the scattered memories of the ravens which
still lingered in her head. Or was it just that one memory they all
shared. It was of a bastion in the middle of a swamp. For some
reason, this meant something to the birds, or did it mean something
to Ravenshadow?

Tearing off a piece of her tattered clothing, she
wrapped it around her foot. It was a shame the uhyre didn’t wear
shoes. Walking across the flatlands was not meant to be done with
bare feet. She leaned back and stared up at the sun moving slowly
across the sky. They were heading in the right direction, which was
one good thing. The problem was, they had no idea how far away the
border was. It could be tomorrow, it could be days from now, either
way, without food or water, they weren’t going to get very far.

Getting to her feet, she limped out onto the flats.
The first thing one does in a situation such as this, was to get to
higher ground to get a better sense of the surroundings. Too bad
there wasn’t anything higher than the rocks they were seeking
shelter under. There wasn’t even a decent tree. So, if she couldn’t
get higher, she would have to find someone who could.

There was only one bird she could think of, which
would thrive in an environment such as this, one which fed off the
dead and the dying. She had seen them circling in the distance. She
thought about waking Emara, but didn’t really want an audience, and
the young mystic needed her sleep, so Kile headed off into the
direction of the birds.

When she reached the vultures they were picking at
the carcass of, what appeared to be, a valrik. It had been out on
the flats for some time, and what was left of its stone gray skin
was now ash white and pulled tight over its bones. Two empty eye
sockets stare in her direction as she approached. On one level, she
was kind of glad, she wasn’t sure if she would be able to carry on
a conversation with the birds, if they were tearing apart some poor
animal, but to see them tearing apart something which was manlike
was still a bit disturbing.

“Excuse me,” she called out from a safe
distance.

It always surprised her they never fled when she was
around. Normally, the sight of a vir would send most animals
fleeing, but for her, they usually stayed around long enough to see
what she wanted. Was this something to do with her Edge?

-Food?-

-Food… Is it food?-

-Can’t be food… it talks… it walks.-

-For now.-

The vultures were huge, sinister looking birds with
a wingspan as wide as Kile was tall. She felt they could carry her
off with little effort and she tried to keep her distance from
them. They hopped around her, craning their bald heads this way and
that as if sizing her up.

“I’m sorry to disturb your… lunch. But I was
wondering if you could help me out,” she asked them.

-Vir asked for help?-

-New this is-

-Strange this is-

-What help could we do a vir?-

Kile was beginning to think, this was not such a
good idea after all.

“My friend and I are lost you see, and we need some
directions. If you could just… fly around and… show me the layout…
of the area. I would greatly a… appreciate it,” she said, but she
didn’t really feel the vultures were paying attention to her. They
started to slowly close in around her.

-Why?-

One of them asked. He stood before her and spread
his wings. If he was trying to be intimidating, he was doing a very
good job. He was nearly as tall as she was when he stretched out
his neck and stared at her. His two yellow eyes were almost as
disturbing as the empty sockets of the valrik who lay in the
dirt.

-Why?-

He repeated.

“I… I don’t think I understand. Are you asking why I
need your help… or why should you help me.”

-Why?-

-Why should we?-

-Why should we help you?-

“Because, we need to get back home, at least back to
the border,” Kile said. Usually the animals, and especially the
birds, were more accommodating. Some of them were eager to help her
when she asked.

-Why?-

The vultures kept asking.

“If we don’t… we… won’t survive,” she tried to
explain to them.

She wasn’t sure if it was true or not. She had been
trained in wilderness survival at the Academy, even if the training
never really covered the flat lands, at least not in the practical
sense, only in theory. She was hoping, if the vultures knew how
desperate she was, they would be more willing to help. She was kind
of wrong.

-Good.-

The vulture in front of her replied, tucking in its
wings and looking her over again. The image he attached to that one
word was so vivid, so disturbing, Kile shuttered. He didn’t want to
help her, because if she died on the flat lands, he would feast on
her flesh. There was no malice in the image, only the natural order
of things.

“Okay… then,” she said, stepping back from the bird.
“I better be going.”

-Wait vir.-

Looking up, Kile saw a pair of enormous wings
momentarily blocked out the sun. Another, even larger, vulture
descended among them. She landed on the valrik’s head, her great
talons gripping into the dead eye sockets. She pulled her wings
close to her body and looked at each of the smaller vultures in
turn. There was respect for this one, and they stood back.

Stepping forward, Kile presented herself before this
matriarch.

-I am Lindear.-

The vulture said, and her name carried with it a
strange sense of familiarity, but whether Kile was supposed to be
familiar with her, or she with Kile, it was difficult to tell.

“Kile, Kile Veller.”

-I know who you are, child of vir.-

“You do? How?” Kile asked.

-This is neither the time, nor the place. See what I
see and know the dangers these lands hold for you.-

Kile closed her eyes and she felt as if she was
flying with Lindear. The great bird showed her the world as she saw
it, high over the flat lands. Kile could see everything from the
cold snow peaks of the spine all the way down to the dark waters of
the black sea, but what called out to her was the west, farther
beyond the flat lands, farther beyond the great dessert, farther
than any vir had ever traveled. There Kile could see the lush green
lands of the west, and they beckoned her, but for some reason she
knew she couldn’t go there, not yet. Her fate was in the east, and
so towards the east she looked, and it was there she saw the danger
Lindear warned her about. All along the border of Aru, the uhyre
armies were camped. Not the thousands who crossed the border two
years ago, but the tens of thousands, the hundreds of thousands who
sat and waited for some sign, some signal. The Kingdom of Aru was
at war, the only problem was, they didn’t know it yet.

“What does this mean?” Kile asked, opening her
eyes.

-The meaning is not for me to know. Only that war is
soon upon you. Return to your land with caution, you will not
receive the welcome you expect.-

Lindear stretched out her wings and took to the sky.
The other vultures followed, leaving Kile alone to stare into the
empty eye sockets of the valrik, or was it the valrik staring up at
her.

“Come on, we have to keep moving.” Kile said,
kicking Emara’s boot, which she regretted, since she wasn’t wearing
any shoes.

“Wake me up in an hour or so.” Emara replied,
pulling her robes about her and turning over.

“No time. We have to find a way past the uhyre
army,” Kile explained.

“The what?”

That woke the mystic up. She brushed the blue tipped
pink strands of hair from her face. Kile meant to ask her about her
choice of colors, but at the moment it didn’t seem all that
important.

“There is a huge uhyre army between us and the
border, and if we’re going to sneak by it, we’re going to have to
get a better look at it. So come on,” Kile told her.

“Why sneak by it, I can just transport us past it.”
Emara said, getting up and dusting the flat lands from the
robes.

“You can do that?” Kile asked.

“Of course I can. I got us here, didn’t I?”

Somehow that was not very encouraging as Kile looked
around at the here Emara landed them in. The young mystic must have
seen the doubt on her face.

“Hey, it’s not my fault we ended up in the middle of
nowhere. I was rushed… I can’t work when I’m rushed.”

“So, you’re saying you can get us home.”

“Of course I can. Transporting is easy,” Emara said
dismissively.

“Then why didn’t you just do that before.”

“I told you. I was rushed. I got… confused.”

Confused was not a word Kile wanted to hear
associated with the mystic arts. Mystics were not supposed to be
confused about the arts. Only non-mystics, like Kile, were allowed
that luxury.

“Maybe we can still get past the uhyre if we try at
night,” she said.

Emara stamped her foot and folded her arms across
her chest. “You don’t trust me?” She pouted.

“It's not that I don’t trust you, I… just thought it
would be… easier.”

“Easier? I can put you in the middle of any town in
the blink of an eye and you think it would be easier to try and
sneak past an army of valrik.”

“Okay, okay, maybe easier is not the right word.”
Kile apologized. “How about… safer.”

“Safer?”

“Fine,” Kile said with a nervous sigh. “Are you sure
you can do this? Absolutely sure?”

“Tell me where you want to go, and I’ll put you in
the center of town,” Emara told her.

Kile looked down at the rags she was wearing.
Popping up in the center of town, dressed as she was, wasn’t going
to improve the town’s opinion of her, but if Emara could pull it
off, it was better than walking.

“I have to be in Coopervill,” she told the
mystic.

Emara rolled up the sleeves of her robes. “Okay,
Coopervill it is.” She said and began to chant. Kile closed her
eyes and braced for the worse. Transporting was not her idea of
safe traveling.

“Um… Kile?”

She opened her eyes and found she was still on the
flats.

“Did anything happen?” She asked.

“Well… no, not really. I… don’t know where
Coopervill is. You see… I have to know where the place is in order
to send you there. I’ve never been to Coopervill, so… I don’t know
where it is,” Emara explained.

“It’s in the Denal Province.”

“Denal. I know where the city of Denal is. Will that
be close enough?” she asked.

“Well… yeah, I suppose so.”

“Then I’ll send you to Denal.”

“Wait a minute. Aren’t you coming?” Kile asked.

“No.” Emara replied with a confused look. “Why would
I want to go to Denal? I’ll send myself to the Mystic Tower.”

Before Kile could protest, she felt the ground being
sucked out from under her. She lost all sense of reality and time,
until she suddenly found herself six feet above a lake. The cold
water was a sudden reminder of why she hated the mystic arts.
Swimming to the far side of the lake, she crawled out onto the bank
and collapsed in the mud. Transporting was something she would
never get used to, nor would she want to.
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“Are you sure this is the right way?” Folkstaff
asked, pulling his hat lower against the light of the setting sun.
They had been up and down the road for the last few hours and they
were now fighting against time as the light was beginning to
fade.

Erin unrolled the map again. She even went as far as
to consult the files.

“It has to be around here somewhere.” She replied.
She took another look at her surroundings. “There doesn’t appear to
be anywhere else to go.”

“Fine pair of Hunters we are, we can’t even find a
house in the forest.”

“It’s not like this map is the best in the world. If
I didn’t know better, I would think somebody doesn’t want us to
find it.”

“That may not be far from the truth.” Folkstaff
replied. He dismounted and walked a little ways down the road.
Crouching down, he took a hand full of dirt and let it slowly run
through his fingers. “Well.” He said, slapping his hands together.
“There has been some activity on the road as of late, but whether
it was the Guild investigators or just civilians, there’s no way of
telling.”

“I don’t think many civilians would come this way.
There’s nothing else around here,” Erin replied.

Folkstaff opened his pack and pulled out an old
spyglass. Adjusting the lens, he looked up at the sky.

“Do you really think they would try to hinder our
search?” Erin asked. It was something she hadn’t considered. She
knew it was a race, but she thought it was going to be a fair
race.

“I think they would try just about anything they
could, to see you fail.” Folkstaff told her.

“So you’ve heard the rumors?”

“That the Sons of Terrabin are somehow behind the
disappearances, that they are slowly gaining control of the Council
one member at a time, that they have plans to move the Hunter’s
Guild in a new direction? I may spend most of my time in the wild,
but I don’t spend it with my head in the clouds.”

“Sorry, it’s just that… well… you don’t…”

“Get involved in the political arena?” Folkstaff
laughed.

“Something like that,” Erin replied.

“My dear, there are dragons you slay, and dragons
you run away from. The Hunter who knows the differences between the
two, has a long and happy life ahead of them. I plan to have a long
and happy life.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t have that luxury.” Erin
replied, opening the file again. She must have missed
something.

“We all have challenges we must face, before parting
from this world.” Folkstaff replied, leveling the spyglass towards
the horizon. “Some of our challenges come looking for us, other’s
we have to go out of our way to find… such as a house in the middle
of the forest.”

“And how do we find such a house?” Erin asked.

The old tracker collapsed the spyglass and slipped
it back into his pack. “Fifty yards up, take a left down a long
path and we should be right at the front door.”

“Really now, and you can tell that how, by a hand
full of dirt and a view of the heavens?”

“No, I can see it from here,” Folkstaff said,
mounting up. “Sometimes the answers are obvious, when you know
where to look.”

They used up their two day head start just getting
to the Denal Province. By now, the open bounty on Kile Veller’s
head will be posted in every Guild House and public house across
the realm. There will be no place she could run. No place she could
hide where a Hunter won’t recognize her. She was officially a
wanted fugitive. It was just a matter of time before she was
captured, and that was only if she was lucky. By now, the Guild
would have posted Hunters in all the key locations, any place she
had a connection with. As far as Erin knew, that was only Riverport
and Coopervill. They would also seek out any friends, associates or
family members who she might try to contact. In a matter of a
single day, this turned from an open script on a missing person to
a full blown manhunt.

Folkstaff stopped his horse in the middle of the
road and Erin came alongside him. He was staring off into the
woods, but what he was looking at, she couldn’t see.

“So, where is this house?” She asked him.

“Just because you don’t see something, doesn’t mean
it’s not there. Just as if you see something, is not proof it
exists” Folkstaff said. He turned Pathfinder towards the forest,
leading the horse off the road, and actually walked through one of
the trees before disappearing completely.

“Robert?”

Erin dismounted and cautiously approached the tree,
which had somehow swallowed her companion. Although she expected
it, it still seemed strange when her hand passed through the trunk,
as if it wasn’t there. What she didn’t expect was someone grabbing
her hand from the other side.

“It’s an illusion.” Folkstaff told her, pulling her
through.

They were standing on a narrow path which cut
through the forest, all the way to a small cabin nestled among the
trees. When she turned around, she could still see her horse,
Elemsia, waiting for her on the road. It was as if she was looking
at her through a sheet of rippling water, almost like standing on
the opposite side of a waterfall. Erin reached out to touch it, and
hand passed through, without any resistance. Although it was there,
it wasn’t there.

“An illusion?” she said.

If this was an illusion, it went far beyond what she
understood of the mystic arts.

“Pretty impressive, actually,” Folkstaff replied. He
crouched beside the path and searched through the grass.

“Impressive, isn’t the word for it. How did you
know?” she asked him.

“As I said, you can’t believe everything you see,”
he replied.

“Imagine, going through all this trouble, just to
hide out in the woods.” She said, looking down the path at the
small dark cabin, which now seemed more foreboding.

“Oh, I don’t think our Mr. Draw had anything to do
with it,” Folkstaff replied.

He wrapped his fingers around a small stone beside
the path. There was nothing unusual about it, nothing that would
have set it apart from any other stone, at least not to the average
person. But Folkstaff was a Certified Level One Hunter with an Edge
in the sphere of earth, and the unique properties of this stone
just sang out to him. It was like a beacon in the night. When he
picked it up, the illusionary wall disappeared.

“Very impressive indeed,” Folkstaff remarked,
turning the stone over in his hand.

“If you don’t think Mr. Draw placed the illusion,
then who did?” Erin asked.

“That my dear, is a very good question,” he said,
tossing her the stone. “But if this Mr. Draw was trying to hide,
just disguising the path wouldn’t be enough. No, this was place
afterward.”

“A delaying tactic?” Erin asked. She examined the
stone, but it looked just like any other stone.

“Quite possibly, maybe just a simple means of buying
some time.”

“To kill Mr. Draw?” she concluded.

“If that were the case, then there should have been
something in the files by the previous investigators. It’s hardly
something that would go unnoticed.”

“Unless, it was one of the investigators who put it
there. But why?”

Opening the files again, she reread what the lead
investigator had to say. If what Folkstaff said was true, there
should be something, an illusionary wall of this nature would not
have gone unreported.

“We could debate this all day,” Folkstaff remarked,
leading Pathfinder down the road towards the cabin, “Or, we can try
to find out what it was someone was trying to hide.”

Erin closed the case file and followed with
Elemia.

It was a simple dirt path which followed a random
course through the trees to a clearing where the cabin sat. The
cabin itself was small, a simple one room structure with a chimney,
flower boxes under the windows and a small yard out front. It was
not the type of place one goes to hide, but to escape, a place
completely isolated from the world around.

Erin hitched her mare to one of the smaller trees
and walked across the clearing to stand in front of the cabin.
Falling into her Edge, she opened her mind, and listened to the
sounds of the forest. When she was sure there was no one else
around, and that they were completely alone, she stepped onto the
porch, pushing open the front door.

There was nothing to hinder the door's motion. It
swung open freely. A breath of stale air was released from within.
The interior was just as modest as the rest of the house. There was
a single cot in the far corner, a chair by the fireplace, a small
table set up beside the door. All in all, it was not an
inhospitable place, but it was definitely a place to escape from
something. What was it that David Draw was trying to escape
from?

Stepping inside, she took a quick look around. The
only things she could say were out of place, was a chair, which had
fallen over, and a few books scattered carelessly about. Her eyes
fell upon the suspicious looking stain on the floor, where the
files said the body of David Draw was found, beyond that, it looked
as if anything of any importance had already been taken. Stepping
back out onto the porch, she opened the file once again.

“Okay, it says here the Guild investigators found
the body of David Draw lying face down on the floor in the middle
of the cabin, with a long knife still in his back. The long knife
has been positively identified as belonging to Certified Level Five
Hunter, Kile Veller. There were no signs of a struggle or forced
entry. The door was open when they arrived.”

“Who conducted the investigation?” Folkstaff asked
as he started to search the surrounding area.

“Let’s see… oh, you’re going to like this. The lead
investigator was Craig Morse.”

“Morse? Are you kidding me? The man couldn’t find
water in a rain storm.”

“That may be so, but it was signed off by Andrew
Drain himself.”

“That figures.” Folkstaff scoffed. “Just from a
quick look, I can tell there’s been quite a bit of activity in this
yard, all around the house for that matter.”

“Well, according to Morse’s theory. Kile Veller
arrived, delivering a package. Mr. Draw lets her in. He must have
turned his back on her for whatever reason, and she stabbed him,
case closed.”

“Seems pretty cut and dry to me.” Folkstaff
replied.

“And what, she fled into the forest, leaving her
horse and supplies behind, never to be heard from again? And what
about motive? Why would she want to kill this Mr. Draw anyway? If
she was really an assassin, she wasn’t a very good one. How many
assassins do you know leave something, which can be so easily
identified, behind as a murder weapon? And why such a quick turn
around? Why rush this case through the system?” Erin closed the
file and looked around the yard, but Folkstaff was gone.

“Robert, are you even listening to me?” She called
out.

“You might want to see this,” he replied.

She headed into the forest, a few yards behind the
old cabin, where she found Folkstaff. He was brushing pine needles
away from something on the ground.

“This is a little far away from our crime scene.”
She remarked.

“Yes, but I found something.”

“And how is this going to help us?”

“You tell me.” He said, pointing to the indentation
in the ground.

“Is that a… footprint?” Erin asked, taking a closer
look. “Well, even if it is, I can’t see how it has any bearing on
our case.”

“Don’t you? Look closely.”

She crouched down beside Folkstaff and brushed away
a few more of the pine needles. It was clearly a footprint, or part
of one, that was easy enough to see. She could make out the toes as
well as the arch, and that was when she realized what she was
looking at was indeed a footprint and not a boot print.

“What runs through the forest with bare feet?”
Folkstaff asked.

“Uhyre? Are you saying that this is the footprint of
a valrik?”

“Given the overall size and definition, I would have
to say yes, and not just one, I’ve noticed a few of them around the
front of the house, as well. Now, whether or not it has anything to
do with our case, it does bare keeping in mind. If the uhyre are
involved, this might not be as simple as you led me to
believe.”

“Do you have a timeline?”

“Unfortunately, no. It would appear Morse, along
with his investigators, left enough prints of their own to confuse
the situation. As for this one, there really isn’t any way of
telling for certain if it has any connection with what happen to
Mr. Draw or Hunter Veller. All I can say for sure is, it was made
about a week ago, and it was heading west, at a good pace.”

“That's about the time Draw died and Kile went
missing.”

“I’m not one to believe in coincidences.” Folkstaff
replied, tipping his hat back. “Should we follow it?”

“As you said, we can’t be sure of a connection. Our
primary concern, at the moment, is finding Veller, which mean we
should get to Coopervill, see if we can dig up any more answers
there first. I’d hate to be chasing a wild valrik into the
flatlands.”
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When Kile opened her eyes, she was staring up at the
trees, beautiful green trees. Unfortunately, she didn’t know where
those trees were. She could be just outside the city of Denal, or
she could be half way across the realm. She might even be closer to
Riverport than Coopervill. She could even be in those lush green
lands that called out to her from beyond the great desert, if only
that were the case. As she got to her feet, it didn’t take her long
to get her bearings. For the last eight months, she traveled the
roads between Tobery and Coopervill enough times to know exactly
where she was. The mining town of Coopervill was only a day’s ride
from the lake, which meant, although Emara missed her mark by quite
a few miles, she did manage to get Kile closer to home. Now all she
had to do was start walking.

The first thing she needed to do, when she reached
Coopervill, was to report to the Guild House. She was positive Kane
would have paperwork for her to fill out, since she had been
missing for the last five or six days, and she never did get the
packaged delivered. One thing she learned, about the Hunter’s
Guild, was that they had a form for just about anything. She also
needed to tell someone about the armies, camped out on the other
side of the border. Although, she wasn’t sure who, or what,
channels to go through with that information.

Actually, all that could wait until she got a change
of clothing. She didn’t want to spend any more times in the
valrik’s rags than she absolutely had to. Then there was the matter
of Grim and Vesper. She had no idea where they could have gotten
off to. The only good fortune she had, was in the knowledge they
weren’t captured. Reginald, and his family, searched every corner
of the stronghold for the mountain pony and the yarrow, with no
luck. They either managed to escape, when she was taken by the
valrik, or… well… the alternative was not something she wanted to
ponder.

She sat down at the end of the open field, or maybe
she collapsed, it was difficult to tell. She was tired, hungry, her
feet hurt and she smelled like a dead valrik. She lay back on the
grass and stared up at the clouds passing overhead. How did she get
herself into a situation like this? She was a long way from home, a
long way from that small farm on the outer edge of Riverport. Where
was the simple young girl of fourteen, who thought she could become
a Hunter and see the world?

She must have fallen asleep, since the next thing
she felt was a tongue licking her face. She quickly woke up and
stared into the eyes of a doe, which suddenly backed away.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.” She
apologized.

Looking around the field, she found she was
surrounded deer. There were seven or eight of them feasting on the
grass around her. The sun was already setting and a damp dusk hung
over the land.

“What time is it?” She asked no one in
particular.

-Time?-

The doe replied.

Kile always envied, what she came to refer to as,
the natural world. They didn’t have clocks or schedules, and they
didn’t have places they had to be. There was a simple simplicity
about their lives. One just followed the natural order of things.
It was what Gorum, the headmaster’s dog back at the Academy, tried
to explain to her one night. She really didn’t understand, back
then, but the more time she spent in the wild, the more time she
spent in the natural world, she was starting to see what he meant.
Only the vir place obstacles in their paths, and then complain when
they can get around them.

She slowly got to her feet, cringing all the way. It
was still a good distance to travel and the sooner she got started,
the sooner it would all be over.

-You okay?-

The doe asked her, and there was a genuine sense of
concern in the words the doe used.

That was another thing she envied about the natural
world, animals didn’t lie. They didn’t hide what they felt or
practice deception, they were what they were.

“Not really.” Kile replied, although, she wasn’t
sure what complaining to the doe was going to get her. She felt she
needed to be as honest with them, as they were with her.

-Wait here.-

The doe told her and set off across the field,
leaving her to ponder what, exactly, was she waiting for. She took
a few steps, but traveling across the flatlands, and then through
the forest, finally paid their toll on her bare feet. They were
cut, they were bleeding and they were really starting to hurt. She
knew she shouldn’t have stopped in the field. If she had kept going
she might have been able to walk through the pain, as it was,
starting off, after a rest, the pain only felt that much
greater.

Sitting down, she tore off another strip of the
uhyre rags. If this kept up, she wouldn’t have much more to wear.
She started another layer of wrapping on her feet.

-Vir hoofs are not made for walking in the
woods.-

“Tell me something I don’t know.” She said, tying
off the rag. She turned and looked up, and even further up, at one
of the largest black hoof bucks she had ever seen. He towered over
her, staring down at her, his massive antlers stretched out over
his head as they pointed towards her. He was a sight larger than
the ones she saw back in Riverport, but then, she had only seen
them from a great distance, not standing two feet in front of
her.

“Sorry sir.” She replied, getting unsteadily to her
feet. For some unknown reason, she felt she had to stand in his
presence.

He looked her over, sniffed up one side of her and
down the other. She could tell he didn’t like what he smelled.

-Uhyre?-

One word, so much meaning.

“No sir, just the clothes. Not exactly my first
choice either… but then, I didn’t have much of a choice.”

-You are Kile.-

It wasn’t a question, and it wasn’t so much the
fact, this buck knew her name, or that he was willing to say it,
but it was the way he said it. The word carried with it a note of
admiration.

“Yes, sir… I’m Kile Veller,” she replied.

He walked around her slowly, eyeing her carefully.
She stood still. She could see the other does move around the
clearing as they got closer, watching the exchange.

-I see you as no threat.-

He finally said, coming around to stand in front of
her again.

“Thank you, sir,” she replied, although she wasn’t
sure why she was thanking him. She could have told him she wasn’t a
threat.

-And have you finally separated from that horrible
beast you ride.-

“Grim… you know Grim?”

-Is that what you called it? An appropriate name for
the beast.-

“I haven’t really separated from him… well not
permanently, I mean we did kind of get separated and I am still
looking for him.”

-I saw him.-

One of the does stepped forward.

“You did? Where?” Kile asked.

The doe looked to the buck first, as if asking for
permission to speak. The buck stepped back, bowing his head and the
young doe came forward.

-That was… many mornings ago. He was heading towards
the vir settlement.-

“Then he did manage to get away,” Kile
concluded.

That, at least, was some good news, although, it
didn’t mean Grim was in Coopervill. He was only heading in that
direction. Knowing the mountain pony, the way she did, she wouldn’t
be surprised if he kept on going, right past Coopervill back to the
mountains. She wouldn’t blame him if he did, of course, that didn’t
help her find Vesper. She was sure the doe wouldn’t notice a small
white rodent on the mountain pony’s head. Most of the inhabitants
prefer to stay clear of Grim, both vir and animal alike.

“I have to go. I have to get to Coopervill. I have
to find them,” Kile said

-Vir hoofs are not meant to travel these
grounds.-

The black hoof buck stated again.

“It’s not as if I have much of a choice, sir. I’m
not going to find boots out here,” she replied. “It’s not all that
far to go, only about a… day… or two.”

-Come Vir. I will take you as far as your…
Coopervill?-

He slowly lowered himself to the ground. Kile stared
in amazement. This was kind of out of character for a black hoof
buck, but then, so was talking to a vir.

“Are you sure?” She asked.

Bucks were proud animals, more so than the does who
Kile frequently visited when she had the chance. The bucks usually
kept their distance, watching her from afar. For one of them to
speak to a vir, let alone carry one, was a huge honor.

-I am sure.-

The buck replied, and Kile could feel the strain in
his words. There was a calming tone, but a cautious undertone. He
was taking a huge risk in letting a vir get this close to him, but
in the same sense, there was a trust between them.

She wasn’t going to ask him again, for fear of him
changing his mind, and, she could really use a ride. She pulled
herself up onto his back and held on the best she could as he rose
to his feet.

-Hold on tight.-

The buck said, but before she had a chance to ask,
what she was supposed to hold onto, he was off.

She often thought riding a deer would be the same as
riding a horse, but that wasn’t the case. The deer moved with a
swift gait, narrowly avoiding trees and rocks, as they covered the
ground in huge leaps. It was like riding the wind, a very rough
wind, as they made his way across the landscape. Unlike horses,
deer were not used to having riders, and therefore, were not
accustomed to going around low branches. She quickly learned to
duck.

They traveled at a good pace over the fields of
Denal, and, although the trip took them well into the night, it
felt as if only moments past before things became very familiar.
The trees of the Apple Blossom Livery came into view.

The buck stopped just along the outer fence. What
took him two hours to travel would have probably taken her two
days. She slipped off his back, using the fence as a ladder. It was
a shame it wasn't later in the season, otherwise, she would have
offered him a fresh apple for his help. Of course, the fact he knew
exactly where to go, probably meant he would have his share of
fresh apples come harvest time, whether they were offered or
not.

“I’m sorry. I don’t have anything to give you for
your help,” she explained.

-I seek nothing in return. There will be a time when
I may require the aid of a vir. You may return the favor then.-

“Of course, anything I can do to help, Just let me
know,” she replied, although, she couldn’t think of anything a deer
would need her help with.

-Until then.-

He said, moving off into the woods with the rest of
his family. Waiting until they disappeared into the tree, she
turned her attention to the orchard. Her feet were sore, her
clothes smelled worse than before, if that was even possible, and
every muscle in her body ached, but she was now only ten minutes
away from home, or the closest thing she knew as home. She was
surprised at how much energy she had left, now she knew the whole
ordeal was over. She would talk to Kane in the morning, tell him
about the uhyre and let him deal with it. It was no longer her
problem. She would speak to Grim, assuming he was there, and find
out what happen to Vesper, and if he left the yarrow back at the
cabin, she would hand deliver him to the mountain folk
personally.

She was half way across the field when she heard
someone running in her direction.

“Vesper… Vesper where are you?” A young woman called
out. Her voice was on the very edge of panic.

Kile started to pick up speed, running to the sound
of the voice, but something small, white and furry leapt from one
of the lower branches of an apple tree and landing on her head. She
spun around, tripped and fell to the ground, grabbing at the
rodent.

-KILE-

The yarrow shouted in her head, and the words were
filled with so much emotion she started to cry.

“Vesper! I thought I lost you.”

-Kile smell-

Well, so much for sentiment.

“Vesper… Vesper where are you?” Alisa called. She
stopped cold when she saw Kile.

“Kile?”

“Sorry I’m late… I got…”

But before she could say anything more, Alisa
quickly silenced her. She looked around the field, as if expecting
someone to pop out of a tree at any moment. When no one did, she
beckoned for Kile to remain quiet and follow her.

As Kile got to her feet, Vesper took his place on
her shoulder. It was surprising how empty her shoulder felt without
the yarrow riding on it. She followed Alisa across the orchard and
into the farmhouse through the back door. Alisa said nothing. She
moved to the windows and quickly pulled the curtain closed.

She turned to face her and Kile couldn’t tell if she
was annoyed or scared.

“Where in all of Aru have you been?” She asked in a
harsh whisper.

“Well, as a matter of fact, I wasn’t in Aru.” Kile
said, setting Vesper down on the table. She flopped down in the
armchair by the fireplace. It was nice to sit on something soft for
a change.

“This is no joking matter, Kile. Hunters have come
here looking for you.”

“Well, they should… I mean, I was missing for… a few
days.” She replied. She wasn’t sure how many days she was actually
missing. She tried to figure it out, but it got a little confusing
when she was down in the dungeon. Without any windows it was
difficult to tell.

“I don’t think they were looking for you to look for
you, I think they were looking for you to arrest you.”

“Arrest me? Arrest me for what?” Kile asked.

“I’m not sure. I think it was for killing a man in
Littenbeck,” Alisa replied.

“Littenbeck, I haven’t even been to Littenbeck.”

“All I know is, a pair of Hunters came by here three
days ago looking for you and they weren’t exactly the kind of
people who I would want to be found by. I think they’re watching
the house, as well as your room in town. You can’t go back
there.”

“I have to go back there. I have to change out of
these… clothes. I smell like a dead valrik.”

“Yeah… you do at that.” Alisa commented. She parted
one of the curtains and peeked out the window. “You can take a bath
upstairs and I’ll lend you some of my clothes.”

“No offense, Alisa, but, we don’t exactly have the
same taste in clothing, and we’re not exactly the same size.”

“I still have some of my old clothes, from when I
was younger.” She said, motioning Kile to the stairs. “My bath is
already drawn in my room.”

She wasn’t going to turn down a free bath, no matter
how strange her friend was acting. As she got out of the chair,
Vesper jumped up on her arm and perched himself, back on her
shoulder. It would appear the yarrow wasn’t going to let her out of
his sight, any time soon. She headed upstairs to Alisa’s bedroom,
where, sure enough, a bath was already laid out. The water was a
bit tepid, which meant Alisa probably already took her bath.
Setting Vesper down on the chair, Kile peeled off the uhyre rags
and tossed them in the corner, as far away from the water as she
could. If it was possible, she would have burned them right then
and there. Removing the bandages from her feet she slowly stepped
into the water and sank down into the tub. It was amazing how a
bath could rejuvenate a person.

She was just starting to lather up when Alisa came
through the door with a pile of clothing in her arms. Dropping them
on the bed, she moved to the windows and pulled the curtains
closed.

“Aren’t we being a little over reactive?” Kile
asked.

“Where were you… seriously?”

“Let’s just say, I met an old acquaintance and I
couldn’t get away,” Kile laughed.

Watching Alisa carefully, Kile could tell she was
filled with doubts and a touch of suspicion.

“Yes, but where were you?” Alisa asked again.

“What difference does it make where I was, I’m
back,” she replied.

“Were you in Littenbeck?”

“I told you, I haven’t been to Littenbeck in nearly
four years. Look, if I knew I was going to get interrogated, I
would have gone back to my room first.”

It was an empty threat, since Alisa had her room
keys, so she couldn’t get back into her room, even if she wanted
to. It did have the effect of silencing Alisa, although it didn’t
alleviate her suspicions.

“Who is this guy in Littenbeck?” Kile asked.

“I don’t know.” Alisa replied, sitting on the edge
of the bed. “Look… when your horse came back without you, I waited
a day before I sent word to the Guild House. That evening, Steele
arrived to look Grim over. When he left, I figured he was going to
go looking for you. He came back without you and started asking me
questions about a Mr. David Draw, and what we talked about before
you left. He told me, it was nothing important, but I could tell he
was worried about something. About three days ago, he came back
here again, only this time, he’s accompanied by two men dressed in
green. I figured they were Hunters. One of them started asking me
questions about you. When was the last time you were in Littenbeck?
Did you usually go traveling alone? Did you know some mystic by the
name of Emara? I told them I didn’t really know all that much about
you and that you only stabled your horse here. I don’t think they
bought it, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re watching the
house right now.”

“What did they say about Emara?” Kile asked.

“Well, they didn’t really say anything about her,”
Alisa replied. She started picking through the old clothes. “They
only asked if you knew about her or mentioned her name. I only
found out later she was abducted, and some guy was assassinated in
Littenbeck.”

“Oh come on, you don’t really believe they think I
had something to do with it? It’s probably just routine
questioning.” Kile said. Although why would they question Alisa
about it in the first place?

Getting up from the bed, Alisa crossed the room to
the dresser, where she pulled out a rolled up parchment.

“It gets worse.” She said, handing it to Kile.
“These were posted at the Bird and Bay two days ago.”

She didn’t have to unroll it to know what it was.
She could tell by the green edging it was a bounty. She had seen
enough of them posted on the Guild House walls, but she had to see
whose face was on it. Unrolling it, she found a crude image of
herself staring back at her. It wasn’t very flattering, and
depicted her as some crazed woman with wild hair. The information
was rather vague. Except for her general description, they didn’t
know anything about her, including her Edge. Under the details, it
stated she was wanted for crimes against the Guild, crimes against
the Crown, crimes against the community and crimes against the
Tower. That pretty much covered just about anybody she could have
crimes against. What startled her most was the price on her head.
It was over double that of Eric Rimes, and he stole from the Guild
and burned down half the Academy to get away, not to mention it
took the Council nearly six months before they got around to
posting a bounty on him. How did it get this far, this fast?

“Where were you Kile?” Alisa asked, yet again.

“You don’t really think I had anything to do with
this?” Kile said, holding the bounty up.

“Why would they post a bounty on you so fast, unless
they had a reason?”

“Because they want to get rid of me, they wanted to
get rid of me from day one. They want to get rid of anyone who
stands in the way of change, and they don’t even realize they’re
doing exactly what he wants them to do,” she said.

“Who’s doing this?” Alisa asked.

“The Sons of Terrabin and some… some madman by the
name of Ravenshadow,” she said, tossing the bounty to the floor.
Somehow, the bath was less relaxing than it was a few moments ago.
She looked over at Alisa and could still see the doubt in her
eyes.

“This.” Kile shouted, holding out her arms so Alisa
could see her wrists. She still had the bruises and cuts, not to
mention a few burn marks. “This is where I was okay. Shackled to a
damn wall for several days where my only friend was a rat. Not
exactly my proudest moment, so you can forgive me if I don’t want
to talk about it.”

Alisa was scared, but she wasn’t looking at Kile’s
wrists.

“I’m…. I’m sorry,” she stammered, turning to the
door. “You’re probably hungry… I’ll… I’ll go find you something to
eat.”

With the door closed behind her, Kile was alone in
the room once again.

-Kile mad?-

Vesper asked, sitting on the edge of the tub.

“No… yes… I don’t know,” she replied.

-Alisa sad. She worried.-

“I know,” she sighed. “I shouldn’t have shouted.
It’s just… I was so stupid.”

-Kile not stupid.-

“Yes I was. I was stupid to get caught. It was so
obvious, I wasn’t paying attention, I wasn’t using my Edge the way
I should have been. I got careless, and that’s something I can’t
afford to do. I survived this time. Who’s to say what will happen
the next time… and worst of all, I lost you.”

-Vesper not lost… Vesper here.-

“Yeah, I know,” she smiled. “You’re here now, but I
didn’t know what happened to you. I was worried about you.”

-Alisa take care of me. Alisa nice.-

“Yes, yes she is.”

-Alisa take care of me, Alisa worry about you.-

“Yeah, okay, rub it in a little more. It’s not like
I feel bad enough.” Kile said, pulling herself out of the tub and
drying off.

She sorted through the clothes Alisa dropped on the
bed, even when the woman was younger, she was still bigger than
Kile, and had a rather bold fashion sense. The best she could find,
or at least what she was willing to wear, was a pale green blouse
with a little too much lace, a darker green vest with matching
scarf and a pair of well warn leather breeches. Alisa also provided
her with a pair of knee high leather riding boots, which Kile was
reluctant to put on at the moment since her feet were still
sore.

“Come on Vesper. Let’s go see what Alisa found in
the kitchen.” She said, holding out her hand for the yarrow to
climb on. He ran up her arm and sat on her shoulder.

-Alisa worry about you.-

“Yes Vesper. I will apologize.”

She took the stairs down to the kitchen where Alisa
had set some food on the table. There was an assortment of fruits,
breads and vegetable as well as an apple pie, which really didn’t
surprise her. She was grateful Alisa remembered she was a
vegetarian. Of course, Kile never knew what a vegetarian was, until
Rick told her last year. She stopped eating meat when she learned
she could communicate with animals. It was just too hard for her to
eat something she could have spoken with.

“Well, you look more presentable.” Alisa said upon
seeing her enter the kitchen.

“I guess it’s better than the rags.” Kile replied,
pulling at the lace on the sleeve of the blouse. “Did you always
dress like this?”

“Always,” Alisa remarked.

“I feel sorry for you.”

“Hey, I like dressing like this.”

“No one dresses like this, if they didn’t have
to.”

“I’ll have you know, that was one of my favorite
blouses.”

Kile held up her hands, which were concealed by the
soft green sleeves of the blouse. “Man you had some long arms.” She
said, shaking them to get her hands free.

“Please, just because you're short, doesn’t mean
everyone is.” Alisa replied. “Now sit down and eat, or you won’t
get any pie.”

“Yes, mother,” Kile replied. She took a seat on the
opposite side of the table.

“Look… Kile… I’m sorry I doubted you.”

“No, you had every right to. With what you just told
me, I was starting to doubt myself. I shouldn’t have snapped at you
the way I did.”

“So, what are you going to do now?” Alisa asked.

“I don’t know. Originally I planned to speak with
Kane, but now I’m not so sure.”

“Why not?”

“To tell you the truth, I’m not sure who I can
trust.”

“You can trust me, and you can stay here as long as
you need,” Alisa told her.

“Thanks, you don’t know how much that means to me
right now.”

-And me.-

“Oh yeah, and Vesper,” She added.

“Well, Vesper is welcome anytime,” Alisa
laughed.

“I should probably talk to Grim first.” Kile said,
taking a bite of bread. She slowly looked up at Alisa who was
staring at her. “I mean… I should probably… check… on Grim
first.”

“Well, Grim’s fine, although he does seem a bit
depressed.” Alisa replied. “So, who is this Emara girl?”

“Emara? She’s a mystic from the Tower. She was the
one who helped me escape. She should be at the Tower by now. That
should at least clear some of this up.”

“Well, what about the rest of it? What about this
man in Littenbeck?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know anybody in Littenbeck,
well, besides Daniel.”

“And who’s Daniel?” Alisa asked.

“Just somebody I went to the Academy with. Last I
heard, he was working at the hospital in Littenbeck.”

“Well, if he worked at the hospital, he should know
who this guy is.” Alisa replied “I mean, if he died and all, maybe
he was taken to the hospital first.”

“That’s not a bad idea.”

“What’s not a bad idea?”

“Going to Littenbeck,” Kile replied. “If I go, maybe
I can find out who this guy was and why they think I killed him. I
can also talk to Emara. She’ll be able to tell them exactly where I
was when all this happened.”

“Are you crazy? You can’t go to Littenbeck. Isn’t
that where the Hunter’s Guild is located?”

“Yeah, well, there is that,” Kile replied. “But it
just seems like the best place to start.”

“Oh sure, every Hunter in the country is looking for
you and you’re going to walk in the front door and ask for
directions.”

“Okay, I get your point,” Kile said. “Maybe there’s
another way around it, but I can’t really think about it right now
I’m just too tired.”

“You can use the spare room. It’s the door at the
end of the hall.”

Kile excused herself from the table, without her
pie. Even though she was hungry, she was too tired to eat. She
hoped things would look better in the morning.
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A small paw, tapping on her nose, finally woke her
up. It was not the best way to be woken up in the morning, but it
was far better than what she got used to during her captivity. In
fact, she thought she was still in the dungeon, until she was able
to move her arms to remove the yarrow from her chest.

“This better be good, Vesper,” she grumbled.

-Alisa in trouble… Hunters.-

“Hunters? Here?”

Throwing off her sheets, Kile quickly jumped out of
bed. How did they know she was here? How did they find her so fast?
Well, they were Hunters after all, and that is what Hunters do.

She should have had more time, a day or two at the
most before they came back to the farm searching for her. She ran
down the hall to Alisa bedroom. The room was empty, but she didn’t
expect to find her friend still in bed. Moving to the window, she
pulled back the curtain enough to see the front yard below. Sure
enough, Alisa was standing in front of the farmhouse, speaking with
two men.

One of the men she recognized as Certified Level
Three Hunter, James Ril’em Steele, who was posted to the same Guild
House she was. As for the Hunter standing next to him, she never
saw the man before, but she didn’t like the way he smelled. He wore
a long dark cloak, the hood covering his head, making it nearly
impossible to see what he looked like from the upstairs window. He
was standing in front of Alisa, a step ahead of Steele which meant,
this was the Hunter in charge of the investigation. Steele was only
there as a courtesy, to represent the Guild House of the town of
Coopervill.

Alisa said, Steele brought two Hunters to visit the
last time, and it didn’t take Kile long to find the second man. He
was standing in the shadows of the stables, concealed in a long
dark green cloak, similar to the one his partner wore, and holding,
what was unmistakably, a crossbow, cocked and loaded. This was a
standard two man apprehension formation. She learned about it in
Master Adams tactics and logistics class back at the Academy, but
she never thought it would be aimed at her. If she managed to
overpower the first Hunter at the door, an unlikely scenario, the
second Hunter was well within his rights to shoot her. They didn’t
come to ask questions this time, they came to arrest someone, and
she was sure she knew who that someone was.

She started to step back from the window, when
something caught her eye, something she knew on sight. Steel was
holding one of her Lann. The same Lann Guild Master Lathery gave
her the year she graduated from the Academy. She assumed they were
taken from her by the uhyre when she was captured, but if that was
the case, how did the Hunters have it in their possession. There
was only one way to find out, and that was to ask them.

Returning to her room, she quickly got dressed,
putting on the light green frilly blouse she chose last night, as
well as the darker green vest and matching scarf. The boots were
about a size too big for her, but at least her feet weren’t as sore
as they were last night. Vesper climbed onto her shoulders when she
headed for the stairs. She thought about setting the yarrow down,
but she had a feeling things were going to get bad, fast, and she
might not have a chance to come back for him.

Entering the kitchen, she grabbed the only weapon
she could find, somebody’s walking stick which was leaning up
against the door. It wasn’t very lethal, but she had no intention
of killing anyone, especially not another Hunter. She opened the
kitchen door and stepped out onto the porch, standing in the shadow
of the awning.

“That is not how we do things, Kevin.”

That was Steele’s voice, she knew his voice
anywhere. He tried to hit on her the first time he saw her in the
Guild House.

“She is harboring a criminal.” The Hunter, now known
as Kevin, said.

“We don’t know that,” Steele replied.

“I know that, and if she does not step aside, I will
have no other choice, but to take action.”

“Then you better take action because I have no
intention of moving, I am not letting some over opinionated
popinjay set one foot in my house,” Alisa shouted.

“I don’t think you realize who you are addressing,
ma’am.”

“I know exactly who I’m addressing. Some egotistical
blowhard who, for some reason, thinks, that just because he has a
piece of paper signed by some man I don’t give a damn about, can
circumvent my rights. I am a citizen of the province of Denal, and
of the Kingdom of Aru, and unless that little piece of paper you’re
so fond of waving around has either his Lordship’s name on it, or
that of the King, I don’t acknowledge it or you, so you can please
leave.”

“Not without the fugitive.” The Hunter shouted,
taking a step forward.

It was probably more for intimidation purposes
rather than an actually confrontational act. Most people were
usually unsettled by the appearance of Hunters on their doorstep,
but Alisa wasn’t backing down. She stood her ground, her arms
folded across her chest.

“It would appear that you leave me with no other
choice,” Kevin said calmly, his hand casually dropping to his
sword. This was another intimidation tactic, even the way he kept
his voice level, never raising it, never showing anger. This Hunter
was doing everything by the book, word for word.

“I can’t let you do that,” Steele said, stepping
forward and placing himself between the Hunter and Alisa.

“What do you think you’re doing, James?”

“I am a Hunter assigned to the Guild House of
Coopervill and therefore the citizens of this town are under my
protection.”

“You better think very carefully about what you do
next.”

“I have.” Steele replied, and his hands gently
resting on his own sword.

The man with the crossbow stepped from the shadows
of the barn.

“I can have you shot,” Kevin said in that same calm
voice.

“You could. I am sure, there are members of the
Council, who could spin it in their favor, but that doesn’t mean
what you’re doing is right.”

“You know as well as I, the apprehension of Kile
Veller is our top priority, and we will do anything we have to, to
bring her in. We will not have a traitor in our ranks.”

“Does this ‘we’ you refer to include the Hunter’s
Guild, or just the Sons of Terrabin?” Kile called out from the
front door of the farmhouse. She slowly descended the steps,
concealing the walking stick behind her back. She could see the
situation was getting ugly, and the last thing she wanted was for
anyone to get hurt because of her.

The cloaked Hunter turned towards her, and although
she couldn’t see his eyes from beneath his hood, she could see his
lips as they curled into a smile. Of course, he would be smiling,
he just caught the most wanted criminal in all of Aru, or at least
he thought he had.

“So, I’m impressed, you decided to show yourself,
after all,” Kevin said.

“I would have been down sooner, but you arrived so
early, I wasn’t dressed. Don’t you know you have to give a girl
time to get ready, before you come to pick her up?” She said,
walking slowly towards him. She adjusted her grip on the walking
stick. She was only going to get one chance at this.

When she got closer, she fell into her Edge,
stretching out to touch every animal in the immediate area, but
there was only one she was looking for, and when she found him, he
knew it.

“Then you’re turning yourself in?” Kevin asked,
drawing his sword.

She couldn’t tell, whether the idea of her
surrendering made him happy or not. She was sure this vir was
looking for an excuse to get violent.

“That is one scenario, although, I really hadn’t
considered it.” She replied. “I mean, what chance would I have of a
fair trial, assuming I even reached Littenbeck in one piece?” She
said, stopping just a few yards in front of him.

He was young, fit, and probably good at what he did.
He would have to be either a level two or a level one, to be sent
out to bring back such a wanted bounty, which meant he was probably
very good at what he did. She had no idea what his Edge was, which
was the biggest obstacle, but, on the other hand, he had no idea
what her Edge was either.

They stared at each other, sizing each other up. He
had to be wondering, how she eluded capture for so long, that was,
if he actually believed the stories about her. He wasn’t going to
make the first move, he was playing it by the book, but then, Kile
read that book. In fact, she read most of the books in Master
Adam’s library. There was little else to do, back at the
Academy.

Steel pulled Alisa back and was now standing between
her and them. Kile wasn’t sure if he would get involved, it was
difficult to tell. He didn’t appear to be completely on the Guild’s
side, but on the other hand, he was still a Hunter and she was an
open bounty. The man with the crossbow was slowly maneuvering
himself into position. He needed to get a clear shot at her. She
made sure Kevin was between them. She waited until he made the
mistake of standing in front of the stable doors, but then, he
didn’t know any better.

It was like a crack of thunder, ringing through the
early morning. The crossbow wielding Hunter didn’t have a chance to
get clear of the stable doors when they flew off their hinges. They
struck him from behind, knocking him clean off his feet. He
scrambled for his crossbow, but a platter sized hoof attached to a
really ticked off mountain pony, prevented him from reaching it. It
crushed the weapon and, more than likely, a few of the man’s
fingers as he screamed in pain. Kevin instinctively turned to see
what happened behind him and Kile brought the walking stick down,
across his wrist, forcing him to drop his sword. She quickly spun
behind him, striking the back of his head before he could react. He
dropped to the ground. She didn’t think it to work that well.
Grabbing the fallen sword, she noticed the ring on his finger. She
didn’t know why she noticed it, it was a Hunter’s ring, similar to
the one she had, but there was something different about it.
Unfortunately, she couldn’t compare it to hers, since hers was
taken along with the rest of her stuff, and she didn’t really have
time to contemplate it.

She turned to faced Steele with the sword gripped
tightly in her hand. It was large and awkward, and Steele’s Edge
was one of speed. He could probably disarm her before she could
even take a step towards him, but before she could find out whose
side he was on, a very intense, very vivid image filled her
head.

“GRIM NO!” She shouted, turning towards the mountain
pony.

She didn’t have to see what he was about to do, she
could feel it in every bone in her body. The mountain pony stood,
posed with his hoof over the fallen Hunter’s head.

-Why?-

He asked calmly, and that calmness sent a chill down
her spine.

“Because it’s not right,” she told him.

-Who’s to say?-

She had no doubt he would have thought nothing of
crushing the bowman’s head, and that’s what scared her.

“I say.”

He paused a moment, his hoof still hovering over the
man’s head. The Hunter was staring up at the mountain pony with
fear in his eyes.

“Please Grim, don’t do it.” She pleaded with him.
She was trying to keep an eye on Steele, but the Hunter was more
interested in what the pony was doing, than with trying to stop
her.

Grim snorted and slammed his foot down, about three
inches away from the bowman’s right ear. He lowered his massive
head towards the man and snorted again, blowing the hood back away
from his face. Kile saw the man before, but she had a feeling she
would never see him again. The mountain pony eventually backed
away.

-It’s not worth it, trying to get a vir’s brains out
of your hoof is a nightmare.-

It was not a very nice image he presented to Kile,
and she wondered, why it was so detailed. Grim moved across the
yard towards her, he got dangerously close to the unconscious
Kevin.

“Don’t even think about it,” she told him.

-Just a leg, it will slow him down a bit.-

“No, nothing,” she said.

-I see being taken by the uhyre hasn’t diminished
your nobility.-

That was either an insult or a compliment. She would
have to sort it out later.

“So, what are you going to do?” She asked Steele,
who was watching the exchange between her and her horse.

He removed his hand away from his sword and held
them apart.

“Although, I should arrest you, and collected the
sizable bounty on your head, it is clear you overpower me and got
away.”

“Is that what you’re going to tell them?” She asked,
lowering her sword.

“Does it really matter, unless of course you do plan
on turning yourself in, then I would escort you to Littenbeck.”

“I don’t think that would be very healthy, for you,
or for me,” she told him.

“No, you’re probably right. Things have changed in
the Council, and not all for the good.”

“What about Guild Master Latherby, can’t he do
something to stop this?” she asked.

“I’m afraid they’re saying the Guild Master has lost
influence within the Council.”

“What do you mean? He’s still the Guild Master…
isn’t he?”

“Oh yes, he’s still the Guild Master, but at the
moment, Andrew Drain pulls all the strings.”

“How is that possible?”

“I hate to say it Kile, but one reason is… you,”
Steele said.

“Me?”

“Maybe not intentionally, but your presence in the
Guild as well as the events that have transpired in the last few
weeks have all led up to a shift in power. Because Guild Master
Lathery supported you through the Academy, members of the Council
feel he is to blame for your, shall we say, misdeeds.”

“But I haven’t done anything.”

“According to the Council, you’re wanted for the
murders of David Draw, Brain Tally, and Arthur Linny as well as the
abduction of Emara Lon, not to mention your possible involvement in
the disappearance and death of over twenty eight Hunters.”

“But I haven’t done any of that… I don’t even know
who those people are… and… and as for Emara, she’s fine. I parted
ways with her… two days ago. She should be back at the Tower by
now. She should be able to clear all this up,” Kile explained.

“I hope you're right.” Steele replied. “But for now,
you should probably keep a low profile.”

“She’ll stay here.”

Kile had forgotten Alisa was still there, standing
off to one side, watching the events unfold and listening to the
long list of charges, which have been placed upon her head.

“I can’t,” She told her. “Don’t you see? They
already know I was here, they’ll keep coming back. As long as I’m
here you’re in danger, and I won’t put anyone else in danger.”

-Then we’re leaving?-

Grim asked, stepping up behind her.

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

-It’s about time.-

She ignored his remark. She knew he was as reluctant
to leave the Apple Blossom Livery as she was. The fact he came back
here, when she was captured, was proof of that. She grabbed hold of
his mane and pulled herself up onto his back.

“You’re going to need this.” Steele said, handing
Kile her Lann. “It was found at one of the… sites.”

“You better give Kevin back his sword when he wakes
up.” Kile replied, returning the Hunter’s blade to Steele. “And
tell him I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt him.”

“I’ll tell him, but he won’t believe me.” Steele
said with a hint of a smile.

“Wait right here.” Alisa told her and she quickly
ran back into the house, leaving Kile alone with Steele.

“She’ll be alright, won’t she?” Kile asked. She
watched the farmhouse door close. The last thing she wanted was to
bring this onto Alisa.

“I’ll keep an eye on her.” Steele said with that
familiar grin, the same grin he used when he tried to pick her up
at the Guild House. “I think you're right, once you’re gone, the
Hunters will have no reason to make trouble for her.”

“I hope so. She’s kind of the only friend I have in
this town,” Kile said, looking towards the farmhouse.

“Hey, what about me?” Steele said, tapping his
chest.

“Please, I know you too well.”

“So, where will you go?” he asked.

“The less you know the better.” She replied. She had
often wondered if there were any Hunters with the Edge to read
minds.

Alisa came charging out of the door, holding a large
sack which looked as if it had once been her table cloth. “Wait.”
She called out as she came running down the steps.

“What’s that?” Kile asked.

“Just a few things you might need for the road. Some
food, a change of clothing, just a few odds and ends I pulled
together,” Alisa said, handing the sack to Steele who proceeded to
tie it on Grim’s harness.

Alisa looked worried, and Kile couldn’t blame her.
She was now being tracked by Hunters, and her chance of clearing
this mess up just got a whole lot worse.

“Don’t worry,” she told her. “I’ll be okay. I have
Vesper to watch over me.”

Vesper added his squeak of assurance as he took his
place between Grim’s ears.

“You better come back. You still owe me two months
of back pay on your stable fees,” Alisa added.

Whenever it came to business or money, Kile was
never sure if Alisa was joking.

“Just promise me one thing. If anyone comes looking
for me…”

“I won’t tell them anything,” Alisa replied.

“No, I want you to tell them. Tell them everything
you know. Don’t lie to them, not for me. I don’t want you dragged
into this, any further than you already are. There’s really nothing
you could tell them that would help them anyway.”

-I don’t think I can take any more of these sappy
goodbyes-

Grim added and he started towards the road.

She let the mountain pony go where he wanted. It
wasn’t as if she knew where to go at the moment. As they hit the
road, Kile looked back to see Alisa, standing in the yard watching
her. Steele was walking over to the bowman who, only now, was
getting to his feet, clutching his hand. She had a feeling she
wasn’t going to see Coopervill again, at least not for a very long
time.
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“Coopervill,” Folkstaff called out as he passed the
sign which was leaning slightly to one side “Ever been here?”

“Can’t say that I have,” Erin replied. “We should
probably visit the Guild House first.”

“Go through the proper channels you mean.”

“Something like that. They may even be able to give
us some more information on Kile’s…”

“Psyche?” he asked.

“Whereabouts,” she corrected.

“If they knew, I would assume they would have
already checked them out.”

“Not necessarily.” Erin replied. “Where were you
first assigned when you left the Academy?”

Folkstaff laughed. “It was a small town on the edge
of nowhere. I believe it was called, Petemore. I don’t even think
it exist anymore.”

“And how many Hunters were assigned to the Guild
House there?” she asked.

“Including me? Two.”

“Exactly,” she said. “Most of these places don’t
have more than two or three Hunters total, and those Hunters would
be preoccupied with other activities. They may not have had time to
search the surrounding areas.”

“But I’m sure the number of investigators the
Council sent, would have.” Folkstaff remarked. “It appears Master
Drain has been very thorough in that area.”

“A little too thorough, if you ask me,” Erin
replied.

They reached the raised stone dais in the center of
town, just outside the Bird and Bay. Erin fell into her Edge and
scanned the horizon. It didn’t take her long to find the green
banner which hung outside the Guild House, even it if was still
half a mile away. She turned her horse towards the bridge and the
river road. Folkstaff fell in behind her.

“Quiet place,” he said, watching the people go about
their business.

The children, on the bridge, were the only ones to
take notice of the Hunter's passing. They stopped their games and
watched the strangers on horseback, but even that was short lived
and the floating leaves in the river seemed to be more
interesting.

Erin dismounted outside the Guild House and grabbed
the files from her saddlebag before heading up to the door.

The old Guild House looked just like the one she was
first assigned to, back when she was doing her probationary year,
right down to the Hunter’s symbol on the left hand side, and the
obsolete chapter number over the entrance. She pushed open the door
and stepped into the dark gloom of the House. There was a damp,
musty smell to the place and it appeared to have been abandoned
years ago. That is, if it wasn’t for the old man standing behind
the reception window filling out forms. Folkstaff came in behind
her and made his way to the bulletin board which was papered with
requests. Erin approached the old man. She pulled open her file and
briefly read the first few pages.

“You would be Samuel Kane?” She asked.

The old man looked up from his paperwork, pushed his
glasses up his nose with on thin finger and looked her over.

“Yes.” He said and then went back to his
paperwork.

When the old man didn’t look as if he was going to
add anything more to that, Erin glanced over at Folkstaff who could
only shrug.

“Is Certified Level Five Hunter, Kile Veller,
assigned to this Guild House?” she asked.

The old man looked up again, and again, adjusted his
glasses.

“No.” He said after a brief pause. He grabbed
another form from the stack of papers beside him and started to
fill it out.

Erin looked over to Folkstaff, and this time the
Hunter wouldn’t even look at her. He just stared at the bulletin
board. She could tell her companion was enjoying this far too much.
Taking a deep breath, she opened the files again, reading the
report a little further.

“I don’t understand. I have it here that Kile Veller
was assigned to this Guild House on the fourth day of the sixth
month in the year twelve eighty two.”

“She was,” Kane replied this time he didn’t bother
to look up.

“Then why did you just lie to me, sir?” Erin
asked.

“Lie to you? I did not lie to you. You asked if she
was assigned to this Guild House, the answer is no. According to
the last report I received from the Hunter’s Guild, Kile Veller’s
status as a Hunter has been revoked. Therefore, she is no longer a
Certified Hunter. Therefore, she is no longer assigned to this
Guild House.”

“Then she has been in the past?” Erin asked.

“If you already know the answers, then why are you
asking me the questions?” Kane replied. Picking up his papers, he
headed into the back room.

Erin waited a few minutes before looking over to
where Folkstaff was now viewing the open bounties board.

“I don’t think he’s coming back.” Folkstaff remarked
with a grin.

“You’d have more luck getting straight answers from
Farmer Witt’s pigs than you will from old Kane.”

The Hunters turned to see a young dark haired man
descend the stairs.

“And you would be?” Erin asked.

“Allow me to introduce myself. The name is James
Ril’em Steele.” Steele said, extending his hand to Erin. She didn’t
take it. Instead, she opened the file and flipped through a few
more pages, before coming to the section she needed.

“Steele. That would be Certified Level Three Hunter,
Steele.”

“I see my reputation has exceeded me.” He
grinned.

“Not quite. I am Certified Level One Hunter, Erin
Silvia, and this is Certified Level One Hunter, Robert Folkstaff.
We are currently searching for the fugitive known as Kile
Veller.”

“I should have figured.” Steele replied, dropping
his hand to his side. The smile faded from his face. “Sorry, can’t
help you there.” He added and turned for the door.

“Can’t… or won’t?” Folkstaff asked.

“Does it make a difference?” Steele replied.

“It makes a great deal of difference. One indicates
that you are ignorant, the other, that you are foolish.”

“Or loyal,” Steele added.

“Loyal to whom?” Folkstaff asked.

“Has the Council outlawed loyalty as well?”

“We’re not questioning your loyalties, Steele.” Erin
interrupted. “We just want to find Kile, before anything happens to
her.”

Steele held Erin’s gaze for a while, and then slowly
shook his head.

“She was here, but she left,” he said.

“Left? When?” Erin asked.

“About two days ago, she headed south, that's all I
know.”

“I’m sure there’s more to it than that. What can you
tell us of the past couple of days?” Erin asked.

“Truth is, not much.” Steele replied. “I wasn’t here
when she got the assignment, I only learned about it when I came
back from an escort mission. The Apple Blossom Livery sent word to
the Guild House Kile’s horse came back without her. I went to
investigate, spoke with the owner of the livery, and then retraced
her path to a Mr. Draw. When I got there, he was already dead. I
searched the surrounding area but was unable to find any sign of
her, so I came back to the Guild House to report what happen.”

“How long did that take you?” Folkstaff asked.

“There and back… about a day.”

He tilted back his hat and looked at Steele. “It
took us two days to get from Draw’s house to here.” He said.

“Let’s just say, my Edge is a little faster than
yours, and leave it at that.” Steele replied.

“It doesn’t matter.” Erin interrupted again. “What
happened after you sent word to the Council?”

“We had a few Hunters up here asking questions and
searching the area. One Hunter… a Kevin Crobb, tried to harass the
proprietor of the Apple Blossom, he thought Kile was holding up
there. I didn’t think so myself, but… the second time we went out
there… there she was.”

“How did you find her?” Erin asked.

“Didn’t have to find her,” Steele laughed. “She just
walked out, as bold as brass. Then her horse goes crazy, takes out
a barn door, incapacitates another Hunter, she disarms Kevin,
mounts her horse and was out of there.”

“Did you try to apprehend her?” Folkstaff asked.

Steele just shrugged. “It happened too fast. I was
protecting Alisa Reaba, the owner of the stables.”

Erin scribbled down a few things on the back of one
of the sheets of paper before continuing. “Where are these two
other Hunters now?” She asked Steele.

“Don’t really know. They spent a few days with the
healer, and then they were off. I told them she headed south, but
they took the eastern road out of town. That’s really all I can
tell you.” Steel said, grabbing the satchel, which was lying next
to the door. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have my own assignment to
handle,” he added, waving his script in the air. “If you want any
more information, you should really talk to Alisa at the Apple
Blossom.”

“Where can we find this place?” Folkstaff asked.

“If you came in by the main road, you passed it.
Just go back the way you came, you’ll find it on your right hand
side, you really can’t miss it. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Thank you, we won’t keep you any longer.” Erin
said, stepping away from the door. She waited until Steele left,
before speaking with Folkstaff.

“So, what do you think?” she asked him.

“It’s clear he believes she’s innocent and is being
used by the Council as some kind of scapegoat, but he’s reluctant
to say as much without knowing whose side we’re on.”

“Yes, I was getting the same impression,” Erin
replied.

“Although Steele was rather forthcoming with the
information,” Folkstaff continued. “He did leave out a few
things.”

“Such as?” she asked.

“If he didn’t help her escape, he surely didn’t try
to stop her, and who was he trying to protect this Alisa Reaba
from. It wasn’t Veller, otherwise, why would she seek out this
Alisa after arriving back in town, which means, it must have either
been the Hunter, Kevin, or just an excuse for letting Veller get
away. I also don’t believe she was in town for long, so where was
she all this time, and why risk coming into town now, when she must
have known Hunters would be searching for her? None of it actually
makes sense.”

“And Samuel Kane, you think he believes she’s
innocent as well?” Erin asked.

“You saw the open bounty board.” Folkstaff said,
pointing to the board. “Kile’s picture isn’t up there, which means,
he never posted it. That is in direct violation of the Council’s
rules. Kane appears to be the type of man who does everything by
the book.”

“So, let's go talk to Alisa and find out what she
knows.”

It didn’t take them long to reach the Apple Blossom
Livery, which was right where Steele told them it would be. A
rather large, slightly balding man approached them. He wiped his
hands on his pants before taking the reins of Erin’s horse.

“Stable your horse, ma’am?” He asked.

“No, we won’t be here for long.” Erin replied,
dismounting. “We need to speak with a Mrs. Reaba.”

“What would this be about, ma’am?” The man asked. He
couldn’t hide the suspicion in his voice. “The Mistress Reaba is
quite busy.”

Stepping forward, Folkstaff pulled his riding gloves
off slowly, one finger at a time. “And your name would be?” He
asked the balding man.

The stablehand sized up the larger Hunter, before
answering.

“Carl, sir,” he said.

“Well, Carl, tell your mistress we have a business
proposition for her.”

“Business? What type of businesses, sir?”

“Does you mistress often discuss her business
dealing with you?”

Carl hesitated. He didn’t believe there was any
business to be dealt with, but he couldn’t risk being wrong, if in
fact, Folkstaff was telling the truth. He motioned for them to wait
and headed towards the farmhouse.

“A business deal?” Erin asked when Carl disappeared
into the house.

“Call it a hunch,” Folkstaff replied, bending down
and running ran his hand through the dirt. Falling into his Edge,
he listened to the ground, reading the signs, no other Hunter could
read. When the land told him all it knew, he slowly got to his
feet. Erin waited for him to put his gloves back on.

“So, out with it,” she said.

“It appears Steele wasn’t lying, at least, not about
everything. It went down pretty much the way he said it did. She
was over there when she disarmed the Hunter. It was rather quick,
not much of a fight,” He said, pointing towards the farmhouse. “He
also wasn’t lying when he said she headed south. She cut right
across the orchard.”

“She didn’t want to risk going through town, not if
she knew she was wanted.” Erin added.

“See the stable doors.” Folkstaff said, pointing to
the old barn. “They’ve been repaired recently. But it doesn’t
explain why her horse went crazy, or why it attacked the other
Hunter.”

“I might know the answer to that mystery.” Erin
replied. “You know she rides a mountain pony.”

“I remember seeing one back at the Academy. It
chased Master Pick through the dining hall and up a tree. Would it
be the same mountain pony?”

Erin laughed. “That’s the one,” She said.

“If she can tame a mountain pony, she’s better than
I thought.”

“I don’t think it's so much as taming it, as teaming
up with it.”

The front door of the farm housed opened and a young
woman, wearing a light green dress with an apron covered in flour,
came down the front steps. She didn’t look to be in the best of
moods.

“A business deal,” she said. “Am I supposed to be
gullible enough to believe that?”

“But it did bring you out to speak with us,”
Folkstaff commented.

“I have nothing to hide. I can clearly see you are
Hunters from the Guild and you are looking for Kile Veller, well,
you’re too late. She left here two days ago heading south riding a
mountain pony. I have no idea where she is going, nor do I know
where she came from, all I know is, she is innocent of the charges
you have placed upon her, and if you don’t believe me, ask Emara
Lon at the Mystic Tower. Now, if you have no more questions, I have
pies in the oven that need my attention more than you do.”

“Excuse me. What do you know about Emara Lon?” Erin
asked.

Alisa saw Erin for the first time, when the female
Hunter stepped out from behind her horse. At first, Alisa said
nothing. She looked surprised, or confused, and was trying to make
up her mind about something. She stared at Erin for a while before
turning to her stablehand.

“Carl, take the hoses into the stables, make sure
they’re watered and fed.”

“But Miss Reaba…”

“Do as I say Carl. I’ll be alright.”

The stablehand was a reluctant to leave his
mistress, but took the reins of the horses and led them away. He
looked at Erin but his gaze fixed more steadily on Folkstaff. It
would appear he did not trust the man.

“You are Erin Silvia… are you not?” Alisa asked.

“Yes, I am.”

“Please, come inside where we can talk.” She said
and started towards the farmhouse, without waiting to see if they
were following.

Erin turned to Folkstaff who just shrugged and
motioned for her to go first. They followed the young woman into
the house which was filled with the smell of freshly baked apple
pies, which, since they covered all the flat surfaces in the
kitchen, should not have come as a surprise.

“Please be seated.” Alisa said, directing them to
the chairs around the table. She put on a pot of water. “I’m afraid
I don’t have much to offer you at the moment, unless you like pie.”
She laughed.

“That’s quite alright.” Erin replied.

“Speak for yourself, I’d love a slice.” Folkstaff
added.

Alisa took a couple of cups from the cupboard and
set them on the table. She looked Erin over again, as if still
deciding what she wanted to say.

“Look.” She said, and started cutting into one of
the pies. “Kile spoke a lot about you, which is why I feel I have
to trust you. But you have to answer me this one question first. Do
you really think she did what they’re saying she did?”

She set the slice of pie down in front of Folkstaff
but was looking at Erin.

“No, I don’t think she did any of it.” Erin said.
“Unfortunately, the evidence against her is damaging, and we have
not heard her side of the story.”

“Do you think she’ll have a chance to tell it?”
Alisa asked.

“Not if we don’t get to her first,” Erin
replied.

The young woman hesitated, before leaving the room,
when she came back she was carrying a small cloth bag.

“Her horse arrived back here without her, which was
about four days after she left on her assignment. She told me it
was a simple deliver, and she was going to be right back. She
disappeared for a week. When she did come back, she was wearing
this.” Alisa said, handing the cloth bag to Erin. “I was going to
burn it, but I thought it might support her story or
something.”

The moment Erin opened the bag Folkstaff turned his
head and pushed his half eaten pie away.

“Close it.” He said calmly. “I can tell you what
wore that before her. It’s got the stench of the uhyre on it.”

“Why would she be wearing something like that?”
Alisa asked.

“She wouldn’t, unless she absolutely had to,” Erin
said, closing the bag and quickly set it off to one side. “Did she
say anything else, anything at all about where she was for the
missing week?”

“No, she was rather reluctant to say anything about
what happened,” Alisa replied. “But, she did say one thing. She
said she was shackled to a wall for a week with only a rat to talk
to. I didn’t really know what she meant, but she had the scars on
her wrist to prove it.”

“Do you have any idea where she could be heading?”
Folkstaff asked.

“I’m afraid not.” Alisa replied. “She didn’t want to
tell me because she didn’t want me involved, but she did say she
had to find someone by the name of Emara Lon.”

“Emara Lon, why her?” Erin asked.

“Well, Kile said that they helped each other to
escape. They split up or something, I didn’t really understand and
she didn’t really explain. Who is this Emara Lon anyway?”

“Emara Lon is quite possibly the next Grand Magus of
the Mystic Tower.” Folkstaff replied.

“The what?” Erin asked, turning to look at her
companion. She only read the name in the report, the exact nature
of the girl was left out.

“The Grand Magus,” Folkstaff said. “The mystics
believe that every generation or so, there is a young man or woman
who is influenced by all eight of the mystic spheres, and he, or
she, will become the next Grand Magus and lead the Mystic Tower
into a new direction with a new purpose.”

“What purpose?” Alisa asked.

“It’s different for every Grand Magus. The last one
had his sights set more on internal affairs. That’s why, for the
last four decades, the Mystic Tower has been keeping mostly to
themselves. The one before that was looking for some sunken city in
the black sea, although I believed he drowned shortly after being
sworn in.”

Erin looked at Folkstaff “How do you know all this?”
She asked.

“My brother is a mystic.” Folkstaff replied. He
picked up his fork and proceeded to finish off his apple pie.

“Well, can’t she help? This Emara Lon, can’t she
prove Kile couldn’t have done what they said she did?” Alisa
asked.

“Assuming we could find her.” Folkstaff added.
“Mystic’s aren’t exactly forthcoming with their whereabouts. It’s a
bit of a surprise they even informed the Council of her
disappearance it the first place.”

“Which means, we return to Littenbeck, where we
started,” Erin said, getting up from the table.

“There is one more thing.” Alisa added. “I don’t
know if it means anything, it could be just my imagination.”

“What do you mean? What is it?” Erin asked.

“Well… Kile seems a little different, a little… I
don’t know… disconnected.”

“Disconnected?”

“From… well… people, almost as if she didn’t belong
anymore.”

“Is this recently, since she came back?” Folkstaff
asked.

“Well, not really. I mean, I’ve noticed, she spent
most of her time alone, in the woods with Vesper, and she doesn’t
really socialize with anyone in town, and she spent last winter’s
feast in my barn with her horse. I just passed it off as being,
well… Kile. But since she came back, it’s been… different. She
started referring to people as vir, and she carried on a
conversation with her horse just before she left, and then there
was… the bath.”

“What about the bath?” Erin asked.

“I was pestering her about where she was and what
she did and she got mad, that’s when she told me about the week she
spent in shackles… but… well, maybe I just imagined it.”

“Imagined what, Alisa? Anything you can tell us will
only help.”

“When she got mad she seemed almost… well… how can I
explain it?” Alisa said, pacing the floor. She stopped and looked
at Erin. “We had a stray cat in the barn a couple of years back. I
fed it every day and he seemed nice enough, he even let me stroke
him. When winter came I started to feel sorry for him so I tried to
bring it into the house… it just went wild. He started hissing and
scratching and I had to let him go. I never saw it after that.
That’s what she looked like when she got mad, for a split second
she looked just like a wild animal, and I would almost swear her
eyes turned yellow.”
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Kile spent the next four days traveling north
through the woods on her way to Littenbeck. She only ventured on
the road at night and that was only to make sure she was going it
the right direction. The traveling was slower, but she knew, if the
Hunters were looking for her, they would be looking for her on the
road.

She was forced to ditch a lot of the stuff Alisa
packed for her in the table cloth. It was a nice gesture, something
she was grateful for, but most of the items were a bit impractical,
as was most of the clothing. She wasn’t sure why Alisa packed so
many pots, pans, bowls, and baking utensils in the bag, although
she did keep one small pot, the rest had to be left behind. She
could only hope, when this was all over, and if she was still
around to do so, she would be able to find the spot she left half
of Alisa’s kitchen so she could return it to her. Otherwise, she
had a lot of items to replace.

The money was a welcomed surprise, as was the food,
especially the apple pies, even if they didn’t survive Alisa’s
packing very well. They somehow got mixed in with the clothes and
Grim had to eat them off of a frilly blouse and a pair of slacks,
not that Kile had any intention of wearing any of it. It was clear,
Alisa had never been on the run before, since bright pastel dresses
were not something one could wear in town, without going unnoticed.
The rest of the food Kile managed to sort out included a variety of
fruit, along with the fruit bowl, a squashed loaf of bread and a
jar of honey which, for some reason, didn’t have a lid, but it did
take care of the rest of the clothing.

With her sack of supplies greatly reduced, she was
making good time when she crossed the border into the Lunvalt
province. Unfortunately, by then, she was forced to take to the
roads, since the province was known more for their open lands than
they were for their forests. She would stick out like a sore thumb,
riding on the back of a large black mountain pony across the open
plains.

It had been four years since she was last in
Littenbeck, and that was as a nervous fourteen year old girl, away
from home for the first time, trying to take the entry examination
for the Hunter’s Academy. She was lost, confused and scared out of
her wits. Strange how some things never change.

She entered the city through the western gates and
felt every guard’s eyes upon her. Did they know who she was? Did
they recognize her? Did they recognize Grim? Nobody told her to
stop, that alone was a good sign. It was possible that Littenbeck
might be the only city which wasn’t crawling with Hunters looking
for her. What Hunter, in their right mind, would look for her here?
The Hunter’s Library, the Hunter’s hospital and of course the
Hunter’s Guild were all located in Littenbeck. She had virtually
walked into the dragons den. Thankfully, all the dragons were out
looking for her.

She stopped at the first stables she saw. It was not
the best of places. It looked as if it was one sneeze away from
being a vacant lot, but she couldn’t risk riding Grim through the
streets. Not too many people rode mountain ponies.

-You can’t be serious.-

Grim commented when he saw the old two story
barn.

“You have to stay somewhere, and if I put you up in
too fine a place, you’re likely to be noticed. Besides, I’d like to
be able to return some of the money back to Alisa.”

-If you survive this.-

“Thanks, it’s not like that hasn’t crossed my
mind.”

A dark haired man stepped out of the stables. “Can I
help you, ma’am?” he asked.

She wasn’t sure if he saw her talking to Grim, but
he kept a respectable distance. Then again, it could be out of fear
of the mountain pony.

“I was wondering if I can stable my horse here?” she
asked.

“Really,” he replied, looking Grim over.

She wasn’t sure if he was surprised because she
wanted to stable the pony with them, or surprised she wanted to
stable anything with them. The place didn’t look as if it did much
business, but the more people who stay away, the less Grim would be
seen.

“It would only be for a day at the most.” She added
as she dismounted.

Vesper jumped from Grim’s head onto Kile’s shoulder
as she approached the dark haired man. He eyed her suspiciously,
but he appeared to be more interested in her funds than her travel
companions.

“It’s the same price whether it's the day or half a
day,” he told her.

She dipped into her pocket and pulled out a few
coins, dropping them into the man’s outstretched hand. He checked
them over once before waving at the stables. Two young boys
appeared from within.

“Please be good.” She pleaded with Grim before the
boys could take him away. She watched him disappear into the depths
of the barn and was starting to have second thoughts. Not so much
about leaving him, but about leaving him unattended, he had a way
of making trouble. Regrettably, she didn’t have much of a
choice.

“I was wondering if you could tell me where I could
find the Hunter’s Guild Hospital?” she asked the dark haired
man.

“Surely you can see it from here.” He said, pointing
down the street.

She tried to see what he was pointing at, but had
very little luck since none of the buildings actually looked like a
hospital, not that she knew what a hospital should look like.

“I’m afraid I’ve never been to Littenbeck before,”
she lied.

“There.” He said, pointing again. “Look up the
street, see where that green banner is waving. That’s the Hunter’s
Guild Hall. The hospital is right behind it.”

“So close to the Guild Hall,” she said.

“Of course, it’s close, it’s in the same building,”
he replied.

She thanked the dark haired man and headed down the
street. She hadn’t considered the fact the hospital was actually
part of the Hall. She just assumed the two places would be in
different buildings, preferably on different ends of the city. It
was one thing to walk into the dragon’s den. It was another to walk
into the dragon’s mouth.

The city of Littenbeck was not as she remembered it,
but she only saw the one street, and even then she was caught up in
the crowd. If it hadn’t been for the guard who escorted her to the
Mystic Tower, she would never have arrived at the entry
examination. She turned to the south, looking over the tops of the
building to where the dark, misshapen structure of the Mystic Tower
stood against the sky. That, if nothing else, was exactly how she
remembered it. Emara would have to be in there, somewhere.

She was not looking forward to actually visiting the
Tower again. She promised herself she would never go back, but she
didn’t really have much of a choice. If she could find Emara, then
the young mystic could explain to the Council that she couldn’t
have been running around the countryside assassinating people if
she was shackled to the wall in some stronghold deep in the
wastelands.

“Hey.” Someone cried when Kile ran into them. She
fell backwards onto the sidewalk among a flurry of papers. Vesper
cursed loudly in her ear.

“Look where you’re going, child.” The man
shouted.

“I am...”

She was about to say ‘not a child’, but then she saw
the ring on the man’s finger as he picked up his papers. He was a
Hunter.

“Sorry” She replied. “I am really sorry.”

“Well, you should watch where you’re going, instead
of gawking at that damn tower.”

“That is the Mystic Tower, isn’t it sir?” she said
as she helped him pick up his papers. “I’ve never seen it
before.”

“Yeah, that’s the Mystic Tower.” The man replied. He
didn’t seem very pleased with it, but then, she couldn’t blame him.
Most Hunters don’t have very fond memories of their time in the
Tower. It was one big mind game designed to confuse reality with
illusion.

She handed him the stack of papers and the Hunter
took a good look at her, and at the yarrow that was still sitting
on her shoulder. She was pushing her luck, she knew it, but if she
ran away he would become suspicious.

“Do I know you?” he asked.

“I don’t think so, sir.” She replied, looking him
over and pretending to actually care if he did or not.

He was a tall man, short reddish blonde hair, narrow
eyes, and small nose. She would have described him as having the
face of the typical Hunter. He took the papers from her, mumbled
something and continued on his way down the street.

“You better get into the pouch Vesper. We don’t want
to attract too much attention.” She said, opening the pouch she
wore on her belt and slipped the yarrow inside. It was smaller than
the one she usually wore, but she lost that one, along with just
about everything else she owned, thankfully, Alisa had a spare.

As the green banners began to get closer, she was
seeing more and more young men along the sidewalks carrying papers
and packages. She knew most of these had to be Hunters, more than
likely they were level fives or fours if they were still
transporting packages. They didn’t take much notice of her when
they passed her on the street. They wouldn’t be taking much notice
in anything beyond their current deliveries. If they only knew who
it was who was walking among them, she was almost a guaranteed
promotion to the first one who stopped her.

The Guild Hall was pretty much as Kile imagined it.
A huge white marble building standing three stories high, with rows
of columns spanning the front and a flight of stairs leading up to
a pair of large wooden doors etched with golden filigree. There
were guards dressed in the green livery of the Guild, posted at
every entrance.

“Are you lost Miss?”

She spun around to see a tall, bookish young man
with wired rimmed glasses perched on the end of crooked nose. He
was carrying a stack of books, some of which Kile actually read at
the Academy. This would be one of the academic varieties of
Hunters. The ones who seldom went out on true assignments. They
spent most of their time making up laws and regulations to torture
the Hunters who worked in the wild.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” He said,
changing his grip on the books and straightened his glasses. “You
just appeared to be lost.”

“I was just… admiring the buildings. It appears to
be very active.”

“Yes, it would be, that is the Guild Hall. It’s
where all Hunter activities are regulated. From this hall we
communicate with all the Guild Houses throughout the realm. That’s
the difference between us Hunters and the common mercenary.”

“You’re a Hunter?” Kile asked with a forced wild
eyed admiration.

The young man threw his chest out and grinned. “I am
a certified Level Four Hunter.”

“Level four? So you’re really important,” she
said.

“Well… I don’t want to brag, but… yeah, I would say
what I do is very important.”

“And you know your way around this place, it's just
so big. Why, back home, I get lost just walking to the barn.”

The young man laughed.

It was just as Alisa told her, act stupid, bat your
eyes, and young men will fall all over themselves to do for you. It
was actually quite sickening.

“Oh, it’s not that difficult, kind of like a small
town divided into a few buildings, but I can see where some people
would think it was confusing.”

“Well, like, what’s that one over there?” She asked,
pointing to one across the street.

“That… that’s the armory, and beside that is the
blacksmith, and next to that is the stables,” the young Hunter
said, pointing out each of the buildings in turn.

“What about those over there?” Kile asked.

“There we have the dining hall, next to that is
guest housing, over there is the hospital and next to that is the
quartermasters and finally the library. If you’re really
interested, I can show you around. I just have to drop these books
off at the library and that’s pretty much it for the day.”

“I would have thought you would be busy, what with
all the Hunters who have died or vanished.”

“I assure you, those stories are greatly
exaggerated. A few miscommunications, that’s all, nothing to be
worried about.”

“Yeah, well, all the same, I should really be going,
I wouldn’t want to keep you from anything important.”

“Maybe I’ll catch you later.” The young man said
with a grin.

“Don’t count on it.” She mumbled and quickly moved
away from him.

-Who was that?-

Vesper asked.

“Just another glorified delivery man with delusions
of grandeur.”

Keeping to the far side of the street, Kile
approached the hospital. Being stopped by two Hunters, who didn’t
recognize her, was pushing her luck just a bit too far. It was only
a matter of time before she ran into a Hunter who actually read the
open bounties board.

The hospital was a singled floored flat building
with a roof that extended out on all sides and was supported by
rows of columns. As she got closer, she concentrated more on the
smell of the place, rather than what it looked like. She really
didn’t need to ask for directions, she could have found it by its
scent, alone.

It may have looked odd, to anyone who might have
been watching, but she was getting pretty good at discerning
different odors. The strongest of which, was that of vir, but the
smell of herbs and medicines were equally strong, and then there
was the lingering smell of death. She needed to break down the
individual smells if she was going to find the vir she was looking
for.

She made sure no one was watching, before crossing
the street and entering the alley between the hospital and the
quartermasters. There were no guards here. She tried the side
doors, one by one, and eventually found a window, which was still
open. Jumping up onto the sill, she quietly slipped in. Being small
had its advantages.

Kile found herself in one of the treatment rooms,
fortunately, one which wasn’t being used at the time. There were a
few cabinets, and examination table, even a wall filled with
bottles of unidentified liquids. The whole room reeked of medicine
and cleaner. All in all, not the kind of place she would want to
find herself sick in. Quietly opening the door, she peeked out into
the hall. If she thought the streets of Littenbeck were busy, they
were nothing compared to the hospital. Vir, dressed in long white
robes, walked up and down the hallway, going in and out of room,
stopping and talking to one another about things she didn’t
understand. The place was busy, too busy for her to go wandering
around unnoticed.

Closing the door, she looked around the room. On the
back wall, hanging on a hook, was one of those long white robes.
Grabbing it, she slipped it on, only to discover it was made for
someone a lot tall than she was. She soon lost herself in the folds
of the cloth. It was one thing for a fugitive to go walking down
the hall among the hospital staff, it was quite another if it was a
pile of laundry.

She pulled the extra cloth around her the best she
could, tucking it in wherever she could tuck it. She rolled up her
sleeves and pulled up the hood.

“Yeah, this is inconspicuous,” she said, looking at
her reflection in the window.

Still, it was the only option she had, at the
moment.

She opened the door again and ventured out into the
hall, fearing the first person she saw would stop her, but no one
seemed to even notice her. The staff just casually walked around
her, as if a pile of laundry, shuffling its way down the hall, was
an everyday occurrence.

So far, so good, she thought. She let her nose lead
her the rest of the way, and was able to latch onto a familiar
scent. Navigating the halls of the hospital, she eventually found
her way into the main recovery room, which was where she spotted
Daniel Leary.

It had only been a year, since she saw him, but she
would have sworn he grew another few inches, since his time at the
Academy. His tall, lanky, frame towered over the other hospital
workers, but he still had that wild, unkempt blonde hair and the
lopsided smile he wore when he was confused, or just thinking about
something.

Pulling up the hems of her robes, she moved between
the rows of beds. She was grateful to see most of them were empty
and that Daniel wasn’t very busy. Now, all she had to do was
determine whether his friendship with her was greater than his
loyalty to the Guild.

“Have time for another patient?” she asked, trying
to keep the pitch of her voice as low as possible. Staff workers
were Hunters, and there were only two female Hunters in the
Guild.

“What? Oh, yes, please, have him take a seat,”
Daniel said, pointing to one of the chairs. He was too busy with
his notes to take any notice of Kile. “I’ll be right with him,” he
added.

Taking the seat, Kile pulled the robes in around
her, until she sank into a pile of cloth. She didn’t look so much
like a patient as she did that walking pile of laundry.

“Now, what seems to be the… oh,” Daniel paused. He
looked down at her then around the room, to see if he hadn’t made a
mistake. “You’re the patient, I see… so… what seems to be the
problem?” he asked.

“My wrists,” she replied, still trying to disguise
her voice.

“Um… where are your wrists?” Daniel asked, pulling
at the layers of cloth.

She lifted one arm and he had to pull back nearly
two feet of sleeve, before he could find her hand.

“This looks pretty bad, what happened?” he
asked.

“Does it matter?” She asked. She felt his hands
gently touch the bruises and the burns which the shackles, and
Emara, left behind. His hands were as soothing as she remembered
them and her wrist felt better, even before he started to use his
Edge. She could feel the gentle flow of energy as it moved between
them.

Daniel was uncommon among Hunters. Although he was
influenced by the sphere of water, his Edge was in the healing
arts, something which was rare, even among the mystics. He could
seal a wound, mend a broken bone, or even bring a yarrow back from
the edge of death.

“Haven’t I seen these hands before?” he asked.

“You should have, you’ve repaired my fingers enough
times,” she remarked.

“Oh no… please don’t let this be who I think it is,”
Dannie prayed. He slowly pulled back Kile’s hood.

“Long time no see,” she grinned.

He pulled the hood back over her head.

“There you go, all healed, you better get back to
work now,” he said quickly and started to walk away.

“You still have the other one to do,” she told
him.

“What are you trying to do? Get me arrested?”

“I came here for information.”

“I don’t know anything,” He said, nervously looking
around the hall. “Don’t you realize I’m being watched? They
questioned me for twelve hours straight about you.”

“What did you tell them?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he said. “What could I tell them? We
spent four years at the Academy together and I still don’t know
anything about you.”

“Don’t even tell me, you think I did what they say I
did.”

“No… no, of course not,” Daniel replied. “It just...
there’s been a lot of talk, and a lot of it’s about you. They’ve
been watching me night and day. I don’t know if they think I’m
giving you information, or you will eventually come looking for
some, but you can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous.”

“It’s not like I have a lot of places to go,” Kile
replied.

“You could always turn yourself in,” Daniel
suggested.

“You can’t be serious?”

“They told me they’ll go easier on you, if you do,”
Daniel explained. “I could bring you in.”

“What… so you could collect the bounty on my script.
Thanks a lot,” she replied. “You're right. It was a mistake coming
here.” She tried getting up, but Daniel pushed her back into the
seat.

“No, that's not what I meant, it’s just… there are a
lot of Hunters looking for you, and it’s not just for the bounty.
There’s something more going on here,” he told her.

“And you think I’ll be safer, sitting in a cell.
Tried that… didn’t work.”

“Then why are you here?” he asked.

“I want to find Tally,” she told him.

“Brian Tally? He’s dead, you killed him.”

“I didn’t kill anyone.” She replied, a little too
loud. A few of the white robed workers looked in their
direction.

“Will you keep it down?” Daniel told her. “Look,
they found one of your… swords at the man’s house. You know, those
weird ones you use.”

“They're called Lann, and is that all they evidence
they have?”

“Well… supposedly you set fire to the house right
after you killed him. There wasn’t much left in the debris but his
body and the Lann. Several witnesses did report seeing a young
redheaded girl leaving the vicinity”

“Great… where is his house then.”

“It’s over on Quinton Street, on the north side of
town, but you’re not going to find anything there. Hunters searched
the area, but came up empty.”

“It’s either that, or the Mystic Tower, and I’m not
looking forward to going there,” Kiel replied.

“What’s at the Mystic Tower?” Daniel asked.

“Hopefully, Emara.”

“Emara Lon… nobody’s heard from her since the
abduction.”

“Which they think I did,” Kile replied.

“Well, they did find your golden pin, you know, the
one shaped like a tree. It was at the site where she was last
seen.”

“Are you kidding me?” Kile shouted. “So what you’re
saying is, I left a pin at the site where I abducted Emara, a sword
near the house which I burned down, and my long knife in the back
of some man out in the woods, and I’m not even sure what I’m
supposed to have done to this Linny guy. I would have to be the
worse assassin ever, to leave bits and pieces of myself at the site
of every murder.”

“Or you’re being framed,” Daniel concluded.

“You thought of that all by yourself?”

“Sorry, but when you put it that way, it does sound
a little fishy.”

“Look, my only hope is to find out who these men
were and what they had in common. If I can do that, maybe I can
find out who’s been killing them off.”

“There are Hunters already investigating this, leave
it to them.” Daniel said, but he wasn’t looking at her, he was
looking over her shoulder. The smell of the room changed. Someone,
she didn’t know, just entered the hall.

“The Hunters who are investigating this already
think I did it. They’re looking for me, not the real assassin.” She
tried to explain, but Daniel wasn’t paying attention. He was
watching the entrance.

She felt the recovery room doors opened, and heard
the sound of heavy steel toed boots on the marble floor. There was
the smell of tobacco, mixed with a strong hint of ginger which grew
stronger the closer he came.

“Daniel, working late again, I see,” the man said in
a deep strong voice.

“Hunter Grey, I didn’t realize you were back,”
Daniel replied. “Is there a problem I can help you with? Have you
been injured?” he asked.

“No, but I think I can help you.” Grey said, and
suddenly grabbed the robes on the chair, pulling them aside, only
to find the chair empty. “Where is she?”

“Where is who?” Daniel asked. He seemed as equally
surprised to see the chair vacant as the Hunter did.

“The fugitive, Kile Veller. That was who you were
talking to?”

“Kile Veller? I haven’t seen her since my days at
the Academy. I’ve already told you that.”

Kile watched from her hiding place on top the
cabinet, concealed in the shadows. As long as the Hunter didn’t
look up, he wasn’t likely to see her. He was a big man, with short
cropped black hair that was starting to turn gray. He had a face
which was more weathered and rugged then the padded leather armor
he wore. This was a true Level One Hunter, and probably had been
for quite some time, not like those two Hunters back in
Coopervill.

“Where is she Daniel?” Grey asked. His voice was low
and calm “This will go easier on you, if you just tell me where she
went.”

“She hasn’t been here,” Daniel replied.

Daniel may be lying for her now, but he didn’t try
to warn her or help her when Grey entered the room. Was he planning
on letting Grey catch her? If Grey did manage to take her by
surprise, Daniel could claim ignorance. He just didn’t count on her
smelling Grey first. As much as she hated to admit it, she couldn’t
trust her old friend.

She crawled her way down the row of cabinets and
through a narrow breeze window, before dropping into the next room,
from there she made her way back out into the hall. Without her
white robes to conceal her, she was a bit obvious, but the staff
still didn’t take much interest in her. They must not read the
bounty boards either. She exited through one the side doors,
crossing the street and ducking into a dark alley. Hiding in the
shadows, she watched Grey, leaving the hospital.

He walked to the center of the street, closed his
eyes and waited. Kile could smell the energy of his Edge pouring
off him. She wasn’t sure what he was capable of doing, but she
knew, she shouldn’t be anywhere near him. She moved deeper into the
shadows, jumping the wall between alleys and running up the
parallel street. She slowed down when she realized Grey wasn’t
following her. Did he see her? Did he know where she was? She
needed to find Quinton Street, before Grey found her.
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Unhindered by the need for secrecy, Erin Silva
arrived in Littenbeck as the sun begins to set upon the city. It
had only been six days since she rode into Littenbeck, completely
clueless about what was going on, now she was back and she still
didn’t have the answers she hoped to find, but she did have more
questions. At this point she was almost certain that Kile was
innocent of the charges the Council laid upon her, but she still
had to find the girl.

“It is getting late,” Folkstaff said, coming to a
stop outside the Guild Hall stables. “Do we go to the Mystic’s
Tower to see about Emara Lon, or do we leave it to the
morning?”

“It’s not like mystics live in the same time zone,
we do,” Erin replied.

“Perhaps not,” Folkstaff said with a yawn. “But we
have been riding for two days straight and I wouldn’t say no to a
hot meal and a soft bed.”

“You?” she laughed. “Aren’t you the Hunter, who
spent most of his early career living in the wild? Now you want a
hot meal and a soft bed?”

“I’m not as young as I used to be.”

“Oh, well that goes without saying,” Erin laughed as
she dismounted. “Tell me, if you just arrived in town, one which
you’ve never been to before, what would be the first thing you’d
do.”

“Get a hot meal and a soft bed,” Folkstaff
replied.

“Yes, possibly, but how would you find them?”

“I’d ask.”

“Who would you ask?”

“I didn’t think this was going to be twenty
questions.”

“No, think about it. You just arrived in a town
you’ve never been to before. You probably don’t have much money.
You don’t want to be seen. Who would you ask for directions?”

“I don’t know,” Folkstaff said, stroking his beard.
“Obviously someone who I knew I could trust. Someone, who wasn’t
going to set me up, someone like… an old friend.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking. Certified Level
Five Hunter, Daniel Leary was assigned to the Guild Hospital.”

“Isn’t that a bit obvious?” Folkstaff asked. “She
would know he was being watched.”

“Maybe it was worth the risk,” Erin replied.

Folkstaff sighed. “So much for a hot meal and a soft
bed,” he said.

Erin crossed the road, heading towards the Guild
Hospital when a tall, dark haired man stepped out of the building.
He looked at her once, but said nothing, and moved into the center
of the street. Closing his eyes, he stretched out his hands and
fell into a trance like state. Erin knew he was using his Edge, but
such a public display of one’s abilities was not a common sight.
Most Hunters kept their Edges to themselves, using them in public,
only when absolutely necessary. It was said there were only two
people who knew a Hunter’s Edge, the Hunter and the mystic who
taught them. She watched as the man went through the motions,
although she was unable to ascertain what his Edge was, she could
tell he didn’t have much success with it. He turned to her again
with an accusing look, as if she was somehow responsible for his
failure, and then stormed off.

“Who was that?” She asked.

“That, my dear, was the Hunter, Samuel Gray,”
Folkstaff said, coming up behind her. “He is said to be one of the
more… tenacious Hunters.”

“I’ve heard of him. He’s Andrew Drain’s man,” she
replied.

If Drain’s man was here, then Kile must have been
here too.

Erin pushed open the door to the hospital and almost
collided with Daniel, who was on his way out. He didn’t see her,
but he saw Folkstaff, who blocked his exit.

“What’s the rush, son?” Folkstaff asked.

“Rush? No rush,” Daniel replied, trying to look over
the Hunter’s shoulder. He may be tall, but he wasn't that tall.

“If you're wondering, he didn’t get her,” Erin told
him.

Daniel turned around, seeing Erin for the first
time. “Ma’am… I’m not sure I know what you mean,” he stammered.

“Sure you don’t,” Folkstaff replied. “Is it possible
you’ve been visited earlier today by an old friend?”

“I’m sorry, I’m not sure I know what you’re talking
about,” Daniel said.

“Grey attempted to use his Edge, some form of
location art I would imagine, probably connected to the earth
sphere,” Erin explained. “He didn’t find who he was looking for.
Why? I don’t know, but I don’t think it was because she wasn’t
around. Now, why don’t you do her a favor and tell us what it was
she came here for.”

“On one condition,” Daniel replied. “Take me with
you. Let me help you find her.”

“Why would we do that?” Folkstaff asked.

“Because I know her, and I know where she’s going.
If you don’t, I’ll just look for her myself. She is an open bounty
after all.”

“She has been labeled a class A bounty, Level Fives
do not bring in class A bounties.”

“Why not, she did,” Daniel said.

“If you’re refereeing to the apprehension of the
Minotaur of Calder Falls, there is still some debate over the
validity of that situation,” Folkstaff replied.

“You can come,” Erin said, although she had a
feeling she may regret it.

Folkstaff turned and looked at her. “Are you sure?”
he asked.

“He’s known her for four years. Maybe it’s enough,
maybe not, but help is help,” she said.

“Thank you.” Daniel replied. “I didn’t really do
right by her when she needed me the most. I have to make it up to
her. She came asking about Brian Tally.”

 


Brian Tally’s house wasn’t exactly where Daniel said
it would be, but then, he wasn’t very specific about his
directions. The north end of Littenbeck is just as large as every
other end of Littenbeck, and Quinton Street runs right the way
through it. Kile felt she walked the entire length, which was not
an easy task. The north end of Littenbeck was not exactly the
happiest place to be. Its run-down buildings, and litter filled
streets, marked it as the seedier section of town. She felt eyes on
her, from every shadowy corner of every darkened window. Most of it
had to be her imagination, although, how could she be sure.
Fortunately, if fortune played a part, once she saw the house, she
knew it was Tally’s. It was the only one burned down, or, the only
one burned down in say, the last few weeks. She knew by the brunt
smell which still lingered on the charred wood.

Remarkably, the outer shell of the house remained
intact, only the black soot from the burnt out windows showed any
real sign of a fire, that and the fact there was no roof, only a
few brunt rafters protruding up from the ashes.

“Somehow I don’t think we have to knock,” She told
Vesper.

There was a strong odor, one she expected, but it
was still overpowering. She coughed as she waved away the stench,
not that it really helped. There was also a lingering sweetness of
jasmine in the air, which seemed out of place in the middle of the
city.

-Bad place.-

Vesper commented from the safety of the pouch.

“Yeah, but hopefully we can find something of value
here,” she replied.

The fire did its jobs, better than she could have
imagined. The floors and walls were black, and little charred
lumps, of what were once furniture, were strewed across the room.
The upstairs was now part of the downstairs with a bed, lying
across the remains of a dining room table. How much of the damage
was done by the fire, and how much was done by the investigators?
It was difficult to tell.

Carefully she made her way across the floor to what,
she believed, was once a desk. She wasn’t sure what she was looking
for, she just hoped she knew what it was when she found it. Pulling
open one of the drawers, the handle came off in her hand. The leg
gave way and the desk crumbled to the ground, spilling its contents
on the floor.

“There’s nothing left here,” she said, dropping the
handle on the remains of the desk. “It was foolish to even come
here. Anything that can help me is long gone, if there was anything
here.”

-Ask the mice-

Vesper said, showing her a vision of a mouse in the
kitchen doorway.

Kile turned and was surprised to see just that, a
mouse in the kitchen doorway. There couldn’t be any food left in
the kitchen, or if there was, it would be as burnt as the rest of
the house, but still, the mice came back.

“Excuse me.” She said, approaching the small
rodent.

The mouse didn’t move as it looked at her. It was
more curious than scared.

Now she had its attention, what, exactly, was she
supposed to ask it? Whether it knew why the owner was assassinated.
What would a mouse know of such things? Intrigue, deceit,
assassinations, they just weren’t part of the natural world, and
even if he saw something, it wasn’t like she could bring him in, to
testify on her behalf.

“I was wondering if you could help me,” she said,
crouching in front of the mouse. She extended her hand, and he
climbed into her palm. Cocking his head to one side, he scratched
its ear.

-How can I help?-

He asked.

He was a little more articulate than what she
anticipated, but then, he did live in the city. It really came down
to the amount of contact an animal had with the vir.

“What do you know of the vir who lived here?” she
asked the mouse.

-Just a vir.-

“Can you tell me anything about him?”

-He ate well.-

The mouse replied and filled Kile’s head with
visions of cheeses, breads, pastries, cakes and all sorts of
delicacy. It seemed odd, a man who could afford such fineries was
living in the northern part of Littenbeck.

“I was hoping you could tell me something about him?
Who was he? What did he do?”

-He did vir things.-

The mouse replied. Kile saw a man, who she assumed
was Brian Tally, doing just that, vir things. He was sitting in a
chair reading a book, sitting at his desk writing notes, sitting at
the table eating supper, pacing the floor, putting logs on the
fire… no he wasn’t. He wasn’t putting logs on the fire, there was
not fire in the hearth, but he was putting something in the
hearth.

She turned towards the fireplace. It looked to be
intact. Did the Hunters even check it? Why would they? She wouldn’t
have.

She carefully walked over to the fireplace. Setting
the mouse down, she wiped away the ashes within the hearth and
found a loose stone. Grabbing one of the andirons, she pried it up,
revealing a small hideaway, which was hiding away an even smaller
box. Removing the box from its resting place, she set it on the
floor. It was made of copper and steel. Hidden under the stone
hearth, it escaped most of the fire’s fury. There was no lock,
nothing to keep her from opening it. Within she found only two
things, a ring and a book.

The book had seen better days, it was partially
destroyed and the edges were burned, but it wasn’t burned in the
same fire which burned the house. A fire was set to the pages of
the book long ago, which was evident by the fact that only half the
book showed any sign of damage. Had the fire reached it, it would
have been completely destroyed. Why did someone change their mind
and decided to save it? She didn’t know. Kile flipped through the
pages, but she could barely read the words. It was written in a
thin spidery hand and what the fire didn’t destroy, time took care
of. The writing was too faded to read.

In contrast, the ring was in excellent condition.
Made of gold, it bore an image similar to that of the royal seal,
but not exactly.

A man of wealth, living on the poor side of town,
hiding a book and ring, could this have some connection with David
Draw? Even if there was a link, it didn’t get her any closer to
understand why they were killed, or why she was being framed for
their murders.

“Were you here when the vir died?” She asked the
mouse.

-Vir killed vir.-

The mouse replied and within those words, Kile saw
the night Brian Tally died.

She wasn’t able to see everything that happened,
since she was seeing it through the eyes of the mouse, and he was
seeing it from between the cracks of the baseboard molding. But,
what she saw frighten her, because she saw the assassin who killed
Brian Tally, and she was that assassin.

She couldn’t see his face, since he didn’t turn
around. But he was about her height, her weight, and had the same
red hair, she did. He was even wearing her hat, and jacket, and
using her Lann. It was no wonder people thought she was the
assassin, after seeing that, she started to believe she was the
assassin.

“Why?” she asked.

-Because vir are foolish.-

The mouse replied, scurrying off to the kitchen to
see what survived the fire.

Kile sat on the floor beside the fireplace for a
while, thinking as she thumbed through the old burnt out pages of
the book. Ravenshadow went through a lot of trouble to set her up,
but that was only half of it. His goal was to eliminate these three
men. He said it was for justice, but what justice warranted
this?

-You must go now-

A voice echoed in her head, but it wasn’t the mouse,
the voice was too loud and the visions connected to the words were
strange. She wasn’t actually seeing, as much as she was feeling, or
hearing, vir around her. She sniffed the air and detected the
strong scent of tobacco and ginger. She had been there too
long.

 


Erin saw the two Hunters on the far side of Quinton
Street. They were standing in the shadows waiting. A third was
using his Edge. Being influenced by the sphere of air, she
recognized the art he was using. He was listening for movements in
the house. The rest of the street was vacant. Nobody would dare get
involved with this many Hunters out at night.

“You have no business here.” Grey said, crossing the
street towards them. His steel boots, clanging on the cobbled
stone, was the only sound on the otherwise dead street. Two city
guards stood a respectable distance behind him. Grey looked first
at Erin, and then cast his gaze over to Daniel. “It would appear we
found her without your help.” He told the young Hunter.

“Finding her and catching her are two different
things,” Daniel replied.

“Oh, don’t worry. We will… catch her,” Grey smiled.
It was a cold smile. He turned to address Erin. “We don’t need any
more help here, we have everything under control. You’ll only get
in the way.”

“It would appear so,” Erin replied. She motioned for
Folkstaff and Daniel to follow her.

“You’re giving up?” Daniel asked.

Folkstaff placed his arm around the younger Hunter
and guided him off the street.

“Nobody is giving up, son, not yet anyway,” he said,
pointing to Erin who was already well into her Edge.

“He’s got the place surrounded.” She said when she
opened her eyes. “As far as I can tell, she’s in there alone, but
there are at least three more Hunters on the parallel street,
moving in.”

“So, we go up,” Folkstaff said, pointing to the
rooftops.

“Yeah, I was afraid you were going to say that,”
Erin replied, looking up the side of the building. It didn’t look
tall, but then it never did, until you were on top looking
down.

“Silvia doesn’t have a head for heights.” Folkstaff
told Daniel after seeing the boy’s rather confused look over Erin’s
hesitation.

“I’ll do it… Just give me a moment,” she said.

“She may not have a moment,” he reminded her.

The two Hunters, who were in the shadows, were now
making their move towards the house.

“Fine,” She said, closing her eyes again and falling
back into her Edge.

Erin was influenced by the sphere of air, and even
though she didn’t master the sphere, like most Hunters, she had a
working grasp of a few different skills. She took a deep breath and
began to walk, but not so much in a straight line, as up. Each step
she took, raised her one step above the ground, as if she was
walking up a flight of stairs which only she could see. The wind
walking art required an intense amount of concentration, loose the
concentration and gravity takes over. She continued her climb,
changing directions, so as not to get too far away from the face of
the building. Only when she reached the top and took the last step
onto the wooden roof, was she able to release her hold on her
Edge.

“Come on son.” Folkstaff said, directing Daniel away
from the building. “The only thing we can do now is keep an eye on
Grey.”

 


Running to the window, Kile looked out onto the
street. She could easily see the two Hunters approaching, even
though they kept to the shadows. There was a third standing off to
one side, but the smell of tobacco and ginger was getting even
stronger. She didn’t have to check the back of the house. She
already knew they were coming in from that direction too. She got
careless, and now she was surrounded.

-Come up… Come up to the roofs-

She wasn’t sure where the voice was coming from, but
she wasn’t going to question it. She learned those were the only
voices she could trust.

Kile made for the stairs, but before she could reach
it, a hand broke through the floorboards, grabbing her ankle.
Falling forward, she landed on the stairs. She tried to kick at the
hand with her free foot, but the fingers were too strong. The stone
form of a man slowly emerged from the earth beneath the house.

“Not so fast,” he said in a raspy voice. The stone
face gave way to flesh and he laughed. “Did you really think you
were going to get away that easily?” he asked.

Grey looked at her from the living statue he turned
himself into. He must be influenced by the sphere of earth, to be
able to pull this stunt off, but that information didn’t help her
now.

“I can’t let you leave here so soon,” He said,
tightening his grip on her ankle.

She knew he had no intention of simply bringing her
in, at least not in one piece. She released Vesper from her pouch.
She didn’t have to tell the yarrow where to go. She only had to
think it. He ran up her leg, over the stone hand, along the
Hunter’s arm and leapt for the only place Grey left vulnerable.
Hunters should never boast, otherwise a yarrow might bite their
nose. It wasn’t taught at the Academy, but it should have been.

Vesper clamped his teeth into the fleshy part of
Grey’s nose. As a man of stone, the Hunter wasn’t able to move very
fast. He released Kile to slowly bring his hands up to his nose,
but by then the damage was done. Vesper leapt from the man’s face,
onto his hand and then back onto the stairs where Kile quickly
scooped him up.

The sudden pain caused Grey to lose concentration
and he turned back to his normal self, which really wasn’t that
much of an improvement. He clutched his nose, cursing. The blood
was seeping through his fingers. The smell of it was almost
intoxicating, but Kile couldn’t wait around to see how much damage
Vesper had done, the voices were still calling to her, urging her
up to the roof.

The second floor was worse than the first, since the
second floor no longer existed. Only a few floor joists and the
main beam remained. She didn’t stop to think about falling or even
look for a safer way around. She just ran the length of the wooden
beam, to the far side of the house, where she leapt over the alley
and landed on the second floor of the abandoned house next door.
Only then did she realize what she did. Running the length of the
beam was one thing, but the jump was easily a ten foot span. She
should never have made it.

-No time to rest, they still come.-

The voice said, showing her Hunters, as well as the
city guards, closing in on her from all directions. They must have
seen her make the jump as they were now converging on the abandoned
house and were trying to break down the front door.

-Climb higher.-

She took the stairs up to the third floor…

-We will help you, as we can.-

…and she found herself standing in a room
overflowing with bats. The entire ceiling was alive as they began
to stir.

-Come, the night is upon us.-

They said in unsent as they awoke from their
sleep.

Bats began to fill the room, flying around her head
in an almost silent whirlwind as they escaped through a hole in the
side of the building. As unnerved as she was around bats, she did
not fear them now, she was more afraid of the vir who reached the
second floor and were on their way up.

She climbed through the opening the bats were
pouring out of, and without thinking, leapt across to the building
on the far side. The distance wasn’t as great as the first, and the
building wasn’t as tall, but she still managed to land on her feet.
She heard the curses and screams of the vir when they entered the
bat’s room.

Kile afforded herself a moment of mirth, but still
hoped none of her new friends were injured helping her escape, but
she hadn’t escaped yet. She had to reach Grim and get out of
Littenbeck before the Hunters could get her. Unfortunately, she
didn’t get very far.

“Kile stop.”

Erin Silvia stood before her on the rooftop, her
sword in her hand.

“I can’t,” Kile said, taking a moment to catch her
breath.

“Kile please, I don’t want to hurt you. Come with me
and we can sort all this out,” Erin pleaded.

“Can you honestly say you believe that?” she
asked.

“Yes, I believe that.”

Kile shook her head as she drew her Lann. “Then I’m
afraid I can’t trust you either.” She said, tightening her grip on
the blade.

“I don’t want to fight you,” Erin said, taking a
step forward.

“That’s good.” Kile replied. “I don’t want to fight
you either.”

There was no way she could win a fight against Erin
Silvia, the best she could do was hold her own until she found an
opening to escape, but that didn’t really seem likely under the
circumstances.

“Then come with me, explain your case to the
Council,” Erin told her.

“I can’t do that,” She said, stepping back. “I have
no case. They’ll never believe me, and that's assuming I live long
enough to explain it. Just let me go, let me find out who’s behind
this and why.”

“You know I can’t do that. You’re an open bounty,
Kile. I’ve been charged with bringing you in.”

“Then you’ll have to kill me first,” Kile
replied.

“Don’t make me do this.”

“I’m not making you do anything, Erin. What you do
now is your choice.”

Erin never made the choice. The sky grew dark and
the moon was blocked out by hundreds of leathery wings. They
descended on her from above. She dropped her sword and covered her
head. The bats flew circles around her and when they departed, Kile
was gone.

 


Kile didn’t go very far. She dropped down through a
hole in the roof, landing on the floor, just below Erin. From
there, she climbed out a window onto a second roof and jumped down
into the alley. The bats were keeping the Hunters occupied. They
never saw her leave Quinton Street. Keeping to the shadows she
emerged onto a parallel street with the ironic name of Hunter’s
Way.

The street was a little more active, with a few
people hanging around buildings which didn’t look as if anyone
should be living in them. Littenbeck was supposed to be one of the
fairest cities in the realm, and yet, there were still vir living
in conditions most animals would object to.

As she moved closer to the center of the city, the
number of civilians increased. She forced herself to walk slowly,
so as not to bring attention to herself. Stopping every so often,
she would sniff the air and hoped nobody noticed, but, since she
was a young girl in a light green frilly shirt, it was hard to go
unnoticed.

She couldn’t smell Grey, or Erin, for that matter.
But then, this scent thing was still kind of new to her. The smells
around the city were too numerous and some even too disgusting to
try to distinguish. Only when she was sure she wasn’t being
followed did she stop at a green vender, who was just packing up
his wares for the night. Handing the man a few coins, she purchased
a couple of apples before proceeding deeper into the city.

It was slow going, keeping to the more populated
areas and out of sight of the city watch. When she finally reached
the old stables, were Grim was, she didn't approach, instead, she
stopped in the alley across the street. There didn’t appear to be
anything out of the ordinary, but that was the problem, it didn’t
feel right. It could just be her paranoia acting up again, but
under the circumstances, she was willing to listen to it.

After a quick survey of the surrounding areas, she
noticed some inconsistencies. There were two men looking through a
darkened store window on the far side of the street. There were two
more men, sitting on a park bench, they weren’t talking to one
another, they were just sitting there. On the other side, just
outside the stables, there was a man leaning up against one of the
lamp posts, if he didn’t look suspicious, none of them did.
Ironically, if they had a few female Hunters accompanying these
men, it might not have looked so doubtful.

Kile receded back into the shadows of the alley.

-We go now?-

Vesper asked.

“Not right now,” Kile replied, leaning against the
wall and finishing off her apple. “There are too many Hunters
around.”

-Hunters?-

“Yeah, I’m afraid so. They must have found Grim. The
vir at the stables must have recognized me,” she said, looking at
the roof tops. “There’s no telling how many are watching this
place. I’d probably get shot the second I leave the alley.”

Lifting Vesper out of her pouch she set him on the
sidewalk.

“It’s up to you now, Vesper. You have to get in
there and get Grim out. I’ll try to lead them away from the
stables.” She told him.

-Vesper get Grim.-

The yarrow replied. He seemed eager to be a part of
this adventure.

None of the Hunters saw the rodent run across the
street and through a small hole in the side of the stables. Kile
waited until she heard the familiar sounds of Grim, kicking open
the stall doors. There was a loud crash, followed by some rather
fluent cursing as a man stumbled out of the building into the
courtyard. The Hunters, realizing something was wrong, began to
converge on the stables. Quickly stepping away from the wall, Kile
threw her apple core at the head of the first Hunter she saw, at
least she hoped it was a Hunter and she didn’t just assault an
innocent civilian.

The man grabbed the back of his head and turned.

Kile waved to him.

“She’s over there,” he shouted.

“No, she’s not, she’s in there,” another Hunter
said, pointing to the stables.

There was a decent amount of confusion as to whether
or not Kile was who she appeared to be, but a few Hunters did take
up the pursuit. The last thing she heard, before turning down one
of the side streets, was the stable doors, or possibly the entire
building, crashing down.

She attempted to take a short circle through the
streets and meet up with Grim, but it wasn’t going to be that easy.
Not only were the Hunters after her, but it would appear the city
guard was now aware of her presence. Armed and armored men blocked
the side streets. She slid to a stop and scrambled to change
direction as the watch gave pursuit.

“This was not one of my best ideas,” she said,
turning onto another street, but this one was blocked as well.

Her only option now was to take an alternate route.
She pushed past a shop owner who was just starting to close up for
the night.

“You can’t come in here,” he shouted, although he
made no attempt to stop her.

“Sorry,” She called out, running through the shop.
She entered the back room and came to a stop. “Are you kidding me?”
She shouted, slamming her hands against the wall “I pick the only
shop in Littenbeck without an alley exit?”

She ran back to the showroom, but the guards were
already in street.

“Get out,” the old man shouted, waving his broom at
her. “You can’t be in here, I’m closed. Leave now or I’ll call for
the watch.”

“Too late, they’re already on their way.” She
replied, taking the stairs up to the second floor. She excused
herself as she ran past an older woman, probably the shop owner's
wife, and into one of the bedrooms. Pulling open the dormer
windows, she crawled out onto the shop’s rather steep roof. She
could already hear the guards on the second floor as she climbed to
the peak.

Something struck the clay tile beside her, barely
missing her head. She saw an arrow sliding harmlessly down the
roof. Of course, there were bowmen on the opposite side of the
street. Why wouldn’t there be?

Scrambling up the sloped roof, as quickly as she
could, she was over the ridge and sliding down the other side,
before another arrow bounced off the tiles. She jumped the narrow
alley to a flat roofed building where she tried to catch her
breath, but she could already hear the whistles calling the city
watch. By now, it felt as if half the city was after her.

There was nowhere else to go, but across the
rooftops, she just needed to stay ahead of the Hunters. Noises at
the street level caught her attention. She stopped to watch a large
black horse barreling through the streets with four mounted guards
closing in on him.

“Grim. South Gate,” She shouted when mountain pony
pasted just below her.

She didn’t wait to see if he heard. Her own pursuers
were getting too close.

The next building was a good distance away, but she
couldn’t think about that at the moment. Without slowing, she ran
to the edge of the roof and jumped. She cleared the distance and
landed hard on the opposite side, rolling to her feet. Turning, she
saw two Hunters on the far roof. That should slow them down, she
thought, trying to catch her breath. There was no way they could
make that jump. She wasn’t even sure why she was able to make that
jump.

One of her pursuers sought an alternate route, but
the second Hunters started to walk across the gap, over an unseen
bridge. It was an impressive trick, one she wished she knew, but
she wasn’t going to wait around and ask him to teach it to her.

“Let’s see him try this one,” she said, running to
the edge of the building. The jump was a lot further than she
thought, and she barely made it, landing on the very edge of the
wall. She threw herself forward, rolling across the roof’s surface
before getting to her feet. It was an impossible jump, one nobody
should have been able to make. Even the Hunter, with his wind
walking Edge, wasn’t going to try it. He stood on the far side,
shaking his head and staring in awe. She looked across the span,
then down to the street below. By all accounts, that was where she
should have landed, broken in the middle of the street.

The city was now waking up, not because it wanted
to, but because the guards were moving from house to shop, entering
buildings in an attempt to get to the rooftops. Civilians were
pouring out into the streets to see what all the commotion was
about. It only added to the confusion on the ground level. The
sound of screaming caught Kile’s attention. People ran for cover
when the mountain pony turned the corner and was making one final
run for the Southern Gate.

Kile jumped down to the lower buildings and ran
along the edge of the awnings calling out to Grim. The pony slowed,
just long enough, for her to make one desperate leap off the edge
and onto his back. It was not the most graceful maneuvers. It was
more like a belly flop. Grim cursed when she hit him. She never
knew a horse to have such a foul mouth as a mountain pony.

-Can we go now?-

Grim asked.

“Yeah, I think we outstayed our welcome.” Kile
shouted, once she was able to catch her breath. They turned the
last corner and the Southern Gate was now in sight.

Fortunately, only the Lord of the city could order
the gates closed, and it would appear the watch didn’t get the
order. The gates remained open. The only thing standing between
them and their freedom were the guards blocking the road, but only
Kile saw them as an obstacle, Grim saw them as a target. The
mountain pony never slowed. Those who didn’t move out of the way
fast enough were thrown aside by the pony when he sprinted through
gate.

-Kile… Friends-

Vesper called out from his place between Grim’s
ears.

The bats didn’t abandon her. There was a large black
cloud of them all along the walls, which kept the bowmen running
for cover. The only thing left were the riders still in pursuit.
She would have preferred to ask the horses not to follow her, and
she knew they would listen, but the riders may not be as
understating.

Turning around on Grim’s back, she faced her
pursuers. Blocking out the thunderous sound of the mountain pony’s
hoofs, she fell into the Maligar and reached out to them. The
thick, black, strands of molasses stretched out across the
distance. She felt her mind being stretched as it fused with those
of the horses and she could actually see herself riding away from
herself. She didn’t try to reason it out, or to prolong the strain,
she just left them one command before she broke the connection.
Snapping back to her own reality was the worst part, it usually
left her dazed, but she was able to stay on Grim’s back. She
watched as the horses started to return to the city, much to the
confusion of their riders.
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“You let her get away.”

Andrew Drain slammed his hands on his desk, knocking
off a few books and a small wooden box which spilled its contents
on the floor. Grey stooped to pick it up, but one look from Drain
and he thought better of it.

“A Level One Hunter and you can’t bring me one
child… a little girl,” he shouted, brushing back what little hair
he had.

Andrew Drain was a round, vain man who fought
against aging every step of the way. He wore a girdle under his
fine silk clothing, dyed his hair with coal oil and combed it in
creative ways to cover the fact he had very little of it. None of
it actually worked, and now he only looked older as he dropped back
into his chair, burying his face in his hands.

“We ran into a little… bad luck, sir.” Grey
remarked, although with his nose bandaged up, he didn’t sound very
convincing.

Drain looked up from between his fingers. “Bad
luck?” he repeated. “You had a little bad luck?”

“Well… yes sir. We had her surrounded, we were
closing in but… well, sir… the bats.”

“Bat?”

“Yes, sir, it would appear my men ran into a nest
of… bats.”

“Bats, so you’re saying bats stopped you from
capturing her?” Drain asked. He looked a little doubtful.

“Well… no, not exactly, sir… they just…”

“They just what? Did they carry her off? Did they
cover for her? Maybe they deliberately helped her to escape. That’s
it, isn’t it, Grey? The bats helped her escape. Is that what you’re
telling me?”

“Well… it kind of seemed so.”

“I give you three Level One Hunters, two experienced
trackers, six soldiers and you give me… bats.”

Erin sat quietly beside the door, watching the
exchange. Although she enjoyed seeing Grey chewed out by Drain, she
couldn’t help but think the old man might be on the right track.
How else could she explain where the bats came from, or, why they
attacked her on the rooftop? Okay, maybe attack is a strong word,
they didn’t do any harm, they just interfered. She never heard of
anyone being able to summon bats, as a defense, before, but there
were rumors of Hunters who had unusual or unique Edges. They were
often referred to as freaks. Was Kile one of these Hunters? Then
again, the jump she made across the alley could have been a type of
wind walking art, although Erin never saw her actually use the
Edge. The more she thought about it, the more questions it
raised.

“Certified Level One Hunter, Erin Silvia.”

Erin looked up to see Drain staring at her. She
quickly got to her feet and stood beside Gray, who seemed relieved,
Drain had another target to aim his frustrations at.

“Sorry, Councilman Drain,” Erin replied.

“Am I to understand, you are after the fugitive Kile
Veller, as well?” he asked, although it was clear, by the tone of
his voice, he already knew the answer.

“Yes, sir, I was appointed the task of bringing her
in,” she replied.

“By whom?” he asked.

Again, he already knew the answer.

“Guild Master Latherby.”

“I see,” Drain replied.

She was grateful to see the name of Latherby still
held a little power in the Council room as Drain’s temperament
subsided, although, not that much.

“So, Guild Master Lathery has appointed you to bring
in Veller?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What success have you had?”

Prudence was necessary at this point. Although Drain
couldn’t reside over Kile’s hearing, should it get that far, he
would still hold sway over the Council. Which meant, any evidence
Erin revealed at this point, could be manipulated against her.

“Well, sir, we tracked her to Coopervill, but a
clumsy attempt by a couple of overzealous Hunters, to bring her in,
resulted in her fleeing before we got there. We continued our
investigations which lead us back here, to Littenbeck, but our
assistance was denied, and it would appear she was able to get
away, again.”

“I see.” Drain calmly replied, looking at Grey. “Do
you know where she could be heading now?” he asked.

“I’m afraid not, sir. The guards who pursued her
outside the wall returned… unexpectedly.”

“Why was that?”

Although she wanted to tell him, it was because the
guard’s mounts decided they wanted to return home, much to the
guard’s embarrassment, she didn’t want to set the old man off
again.

“They did not say, sir.”

“So, this young girl has not only managed to elude
some of the best Hunters, but the entire Littenbeck guard. How do
you account for that, Hunter Silvia?”

“I have no explanation, sir.”

“It would seem to me, at this junction, we should be
pooling our resources,” Drain said with a grin. “I wish to have
Hunter Grey assist you in bringing in the fugitive, Kile
Veller.”

“But sir, I don’t think that's necessary,” she
objected.

“Nonsense,” Drain replied with a wave of his hand,
as if he was doing her a favor. “I insist. Grey has an excellent
retrieval record. He could be of great help to you in tracking down
and apprehending this fugitive.”

“Yes, sir… of course, sir,” she replied.

Although she would prefer to be as far away from
Grey as possible, she also knew, having him close meant she could
keep an eye on him. His attempt at bringing in Kile, at the Tally
house, was too heavy handed. It appeared to be more of an
extermination, rather than an apprehension.

“Then it’s settled,” Drain said, rubbing his hands
together. “If you would wait outside, Hunter Silvia, I have a
personal matter which I must discuss with Hunter Grey.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, before taking her
leave.

It was never a good sign when Councilmen Drain was
happy.

Stepping out into the hall, she let the door close
behind her. Why did his office always feel like it was stuck in the
middle of winter, she wondered as she rubbed her arms?

“So, how did it go?”

“Not too good, sir, I think he’s up to something,”
Erin replied.

Mathew Latherby stepped out of the shadows, staring
at the closed door. “I know he’s up to something, I just don’t know
what… yet,” he said.

“I don’t think he has any intentions of bringing
Kile in… alive.”

“I was afraid of that,” Latherby replied.

The door opened and Grey stepped out. He didn’t look
nearly as annoyed as was when he first learned he would be working
with Erin. It only meant, the personal matter Drain needed to speak
to him about, was something which set the Hunter’s mind at ease.
That, or his bandaged nose made him look too comical to take
seriously.

“Who were you talking to?” Grey asked.

Erin looked down the hall, but Latherby was
gone.

“Nobody, so, are you ready?”

“I suppose,” he said, falling in step behind her.
“So, now what?”

“Information, but first, we get something to
eat.”

 


The Iron Table was a small establishment just
outside the ring of Guild buildings, which meant, most of the
Hunters came there to eat, and today was no exception. The topic of
conversation, at each of the tables, didn’t really come as a
surprise to Erin when she walked to the back of the room with Grey
in tow. It was all about the mass confusion throughout the streets
of Littenbeck, even if most of the Hunters didn’t really know what
it was all about. Hearing the different takes on the events of last
night was rather amusing. They covered everything from a rabid dog
to an escape Wili.

She found Daniel and Folkstaff sitting at one of the
tables, tucked away in the back of the room, away from the crowds.
Daniel stood up when Erin approached.

“What’s he doing here?” he asked, pointing a finger
to Grey.

“He’s going to help us,” She said, and as the words
left her lips, she found them hard to believe.

“The more the merrier, I suppose,” Folkstaff replied
in his casual way.

“So, did you get in contact with him?” Erin asked,
taking a seat.

“I found him,” Folkstaff replied. “And I told him
you wished to speak with him. Whether he comes or not, well, you
know how they can be.”

“I suppose I do,” Erin laughed.

“And who are we supposed to be meeting here?” Grey
asked.

“I’m hoping someone who can give us a little more
information on our target.”

“Kile is not a target,” Daniel shouted.

“Ease up, son, you’re scaring the civilians,”
Folkstaff replied. “It’s just a figure of speech.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t like it.”

“Maybe we should leave the… kid at home,” Grey
added.

“Kid! I’ll have you know I’m the same age as Kile,
and from where I’m sitting it looks like she kicked your ass pretty
good.”

“Is that what you think, kid?” Gray asked, getting
to his feet.

“Oh come on. It’s like watching a pair of first
years,” Erin interrupted. “We don’t have the time, and I don’t have
the patience.”

Grey slowly sank back into his seat, his eyes never
leaving Daniel as he addressed Erin. “So, who is this informant
we’re supposed to meet.”

“I’m assuming that would be me,” Morgan Vain
replied, appearing in the vacant seat beside Erin. He was a tall,
slim, balding man with narrow eyes and sunken cheeks, a pair of
thin wired rimmed glasses perched on the end of a pointed nose. He
wore the yellow robes of a scholar mystic. Daniel almost fell off
his chair at the sudden appearance of his mystic arts instructor.
Even Grey seemed unnerved by the old man, only Folkstaff showed no
reaction.

“I’m glad you could make time for us,” Erin said,
trying to hide the fact, she too was startled by his sudden
appearance.

“Time… I do not make time, I use the time which is
available to me.” Morgan said and produced a cup of rosemary tea
from the air in front of him.

“Then I’ll try not to take up any more of your time
than necessary,” Erin replied. “I just have a few questions, what
do you know of Emara Lon.”

“Emara Lon? What does she have to do with finding
Veller?” Grey demanded.

“This is my investigation, Grey. If you don’t like
the way it’s going, you’re more than welcome to return to
Councilmen Drain and ask him for another assignment,” Erin told
him. Grey leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his
chest.

“Emara Lon is a very skilled mystic, or she would
be, if she would concentrate more on her studies,” Morgan
replied.

“So, she’s returned to the Tower?” Daniel asked.

“No, as far as I know, she had not. She went missing
over a week ago. We have yet to find her.”

“She was taken by the fugitive Veller,” Grey
replied. “She’s probably dead by now.”

Morgan casually took a sip of his tea, before
replying. “If you truly believe that, then you know very little
about your subject.”

“So, you don’t think Kile could have done it?” Erin
asked.

“I’ve taught her for three years at the Academy. Not
one of my best students, when it came to the mystic arts, but
promising. If you believe she killed, let alone kidnapped, Emara
Lon, then I’m afraid you’ll never find her.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Grey asked.

“It means… you’re obviously looking for the wrong
girl. The Kile you’re looking for, does not exist.”

“So you say,” Grey replied. “If you’re her mystic
instructor, then what’s her Edge?”

“Even you should know I cannot tell you that. The
Edge of a Hunter is known only to the Hunter and the mystic who
teaches them.”

“Her Hunter status has been revoked. She is no
longer a Hunter and therefore is no longer afforded the privilege
of your silence. So, what is her Edge?” Grey demanded.

“So, she has been tried already?” Morgan asked.

“Tried… well, no, not yet.”

“Not even in abstention.”

“Um… no, not exactly.”

“Then I’m afraid I cannot tell you anything. Your
Council may have revoked her status as a Hunter, but it does not
mean I have. Until she is found guilty of the crimes you believe
she committed, she is still a Hunter.”

“Is there anything you could tell us about her,
anything which might help?” Erin asked.

Setting his cup down on the table, Morgan leaned
forward and stroked his beard, the way most mystics did when they
were thinking. He looked at Erin, carefully, and when mystics look
at anyone, carefully, it was difficult to know what they were
actually seeing.

“I understand,” he said, nodding his head slowly,
although Erin wasn’t sure what he understood. “I will tell you what
you need to know, but only you.”

“Doesn’t work that way, mystic,” Grey replied.
“We’re looking for Veller together, whatever you tell her, you tell
me.”

“Of course, I did not mean to be rude.” Morgan said,
leaning back in his chair. He pushed his glasses back up his nose.
“But not here, too many ears. There is a lovely spot just outside
the city walls. I will meet you there, but I can’t stay long, I
have so much to do.”

“If we must. Shall we go then?” Grey asked. Pushing
himself away from the table, he got to his feet.

“Of course, I will meet you there,” Morgan said,
holding his hand out to Erin. “Do you require a lift, my dear?”

“A lift?”

No sooner did the words leave her lips, she felt as
if she was being pulled through a hole in space, only to find
herself sitting in an overstuffed wing back chair in the middle of
an open field. Morgan sat across from her in a matching chair, his
yellow robes pooled about him, the cup of tea still in his
hand.

“Such an obnoxious individual,” he commented.

“Where are we?” Erin asked, looking around the
clearing. She couldn’t see anything which looked familiar, not that
there was anything to look at. The only things around them were a
few trees and a lot of grass.

“Don’t worry. We’re still in Aru, the Setton
province to be exact,” Morgan replied.

“Setton… the Setton Province? You said a spot just
outside the city walls.”

“We are outside the city walls.”

“We’re about a three day trek, outside the city
walls,” Erin exclaimed.

“That would depend on what city you are referring
to,” Morgan replied. “I never specified. Now, ask me your
questions, and I will answer the best I can.”

The problem when dealing with mystics was, they
never did anything the easy way.

“I need to know what Kile can do,” Erin said.

“You want to know her Edge?” Morgan replied with a
grin. He waved his hand and the cup of tea disappeared. “How much
do you think you know?”

“It is an Edge like nothing I’ve ever seen or heard
of before,” she confessed.

“This is true.”

“She’s a freak… isn’t she?”

Morgan rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Such a
harsh word for something we don’t yet understand. I prefer the word
Kile used. She calls herself, a miscellaneous.”

“Call it what you want, it still doesn’t fit any
definition of the mystic arts I was taught when I was at the
Academy,” Erin replied.

“Not to put too fine a point on it, dear, but what
Hunters know about the mystic arts, is about as much as a blade of
grass in an open meadow.” He said, stretching out his arms.

“Fine, I’m not really here to discuss the merits of
what Hunters know. I need to know what Kile is capable of, if I’m
to bring her in.”

“Regrettably, I cannot help you,” Morgan said.

“Why not? You said you would.”

“And I will, but I cannot tell you what she is
capable of, since, I don’t know myself.”

“But, you’re her teacher.”

“Please understand, yes, I was her teacher, but as
you pointed out, she is… in your words… a freak. Her Edge does not
fall into the same categories as most Hunters. She is unique, and
because she is unique, I have no idea what she is capable of. What
I do know, from my time with her at the Academy, is, she has a
strong connection with the natural realm, possibly a bit too
strong, and that may be the problem.”

“Problem? What do you mean?”

“As I observed her during my time as her mystic arts
instructor, I noticed a few qualities about her Edge. To start
with, she can communicate with animals, to such a degree, she can
actually experience what they experience. She can see what they
see, feel what they feel, it is a very unusual gift, one which I
have not seen and have only read about in old books dealing with
the Alva. She also has the ability to command, or control animals,
when she puts her mind to it, an ability which affects her… quite
deeply.”

“Deeply? How deeply?”

“I fear it may strain her very psyche.”

“Are you saying she could go… mad?”

“It is possible. What you have to understand is, she
walks a fine line between our world and the natural world. As long
as she maintains that balancing act, she is fine.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

“There’s no telling what could happen. It is
unprecedented in the mystic history. You must realize, at this
point, she identifies more with the natural world than she does
with our world.”

“Thank you, Morgan.” Erin said, getting up, with a
little difficulty, from the overstuffed wingback chair.

“I hope what I’ve told you will help.” The mystic
replied. “But keep in mind. You are not hunting just a girl, nor
are you hunting an animal, but some combination of both. At the
moment, she is running and that makes her unpredictable, corner
her, and that makes her dangerous.”

“Thank you, I will keep it in mind,” Erin
replied.

“Then with that, I bid you good luck,” Morgan said,
getting up from his own chair. “And please, give my regards to your
obnoxious friend. Tell him, I just couldn’t wait any longer.”

Before Erin could say anything more, the yellow
mystic waved his hands and she felt herself being pulled back
through reality to stand once again inside the Iron Table. Grey
quickly jumped to his feet.

“Where did you go? What did he tell you?” the Hunter
demanded.

“That’s not important,” Erin replied, dismissively.
“What is important is, we have to find out where she’s going.”

“Last report from the guards who tried to pursue
her, she was heading south, and at a good clip.” Folkstaff
replied.

“Then I guess we’re going south.”
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“This doesn’t make any sense, what so ever.” Kile
said, flipping through the burnt pages of the book. “It’s just too
damaged.”

The girl was reclining on the back of the mountain
pony, her head on his neck her feet propped up on his backside.
Grim kept a steady pace, going absolutely nowhere. Vesper rode
between the pony’s ears, keeping a look out, since the yarrow
proved his eyesight was sharper than either of theirs. A simple
squeak of a warning and the mountain pony would move off the road
to avoid any unwanted attention.

“Okay, what do you make of this one.” Kile said.
Bending the book back, she started to read. “What we did, we did
for King and country, and the deeds I have written within these
pages may have just doomed us all, but if history cannot forgive us
our sins, I can only pray the gods may. It is…”

-It is what?-

Grim asked.

“That's just it. I can’t make out anything more. The
handwriting is too faded and half the page is missing. Didn’t this
guy think to use decent ink?”

-Why do you even care? Obviously the book is
useless.-

“Then why try to burn it?” she asked.

-Because it’s boring… It was probably just burned in
the fire.-

“No, this was burned long before the fire. I think
whatever was in this book. Brian Tally didn’t want anyone to read,
so he tried to burn it.”

-Sounds like a good idea to me.-

“Yeah. But, why save it, then? Why hide it?”

-Why read it?-

“There may be something important in this, something
that will give me a clue as to why this Brian Tally was
killed.”

-Probably because he wrote a boring book.-

“I’m guessing it’s something more than that,” she
replied. “He’s saying he did something history may not forgive him
for.”

-Because he wrote a boring book.-

“You’re not helping, Grim.”

-I’m a mountain pony, what do I know about
literature.-

“Not much, that’s for sure.”

-Well old learned one. We are coming to a fork in
the road. Which way now?-

Kile looked up from the book, craning her neck to
look behind her, or more precisely, in the direction Grim was
moving. Nothing looked familiar, not that she thought anything
would. She had never been this far south before and had no idea
where she should be going. At this point, until she had a better
idea of what was going on, one place was as good as another,
besides, if she didn’t know where she was going, how could the
Hunters get there ahead of her.

“I don’t know.” She replied dismissively and turned
her attentions back to the book. She flipped through a few more
pages. “You choose this time,” she told him.

-I chose last time.-

“Fine, just… keep going right.”

Grim casually took the road to the right.

-We keep going right and we’ll end up back where we
started from.-

He mumbled.

-You’re missing one possible connection in your
book.-

“And what would that be?” she asked.

-He said ‘what we did’, who are the ‘we’? Maybe your
dead friend in the forest is part of that ‘we’-

“What, you think David Draw helped Brian Tally do
whatever it is he did.”

-And got himself killed for it.-

“Then Arthur Linny was probably also a member of
this group. So all we have to do is find out who the other members
are. If we could get to them before the assassin does, we can catch
the assassin.”

-That’s assuming there are any more members
left.-

“Well…. yeah, I guess so. Otherwise, all the members
are dead and we’re back to where we started from. But then again,
there was something in here that might help.” She replied, quickly
flipping through the book. She stopped on a particular bunt page
and started to read. “Of the young Hunter, he has received his pay
for the part he played in this dark conspiracy. If the King truly
knew what this man’s part had been, would he have understood? Would
he have knighted this Hunter? For my part, I do not believe so.

“What do you think? You think he meant a Hunter as
in a Guild Hunter, one of us?”

-You’re no longer a Hunter.-

“Thanks, like I needed you to rub that in.”

-Just pointing out the obvious.-

“If it’s actually a Guild Hunter, then not all the
men in this dark conspiracy were assassinated, since none of the
men were Hunters.”

-Twenty one Hunters have gone missing, eight more
were found dead. How do you know, one of those wasn’t the Hunter in
the book.-

“Where did you get those numbers from?” Kile
asked.

-Some of the other horses were talking.-

“Well, I suppose it is possible, but, giving the
flair, this assassin went about carrying out these assassinations,
and the general age of the three men who are already dead, I
figured the Hunter would be a lot older, and if he was killed, we
would already know about it.”

-The book did say it was a young Hunter.-

“Yeah, but the book is old.” Kile replied. She spun
around and sat up on the pony’s back. “This is what I got so far. A
group of men needed a Hunter to help them do something that they
believed to be right, but was so bad, they all went into hiding.
Now someone is seeking revenge for what they did, and is killing
them off one by one.”

-An interesting story, but what did they do? And who
wants revenge?-

“No, not just revenge… justice. Ravenshadow said he
wanted justice. These men must have done something to Ravenshadow
and now he is seeking his justice. I was supposed to be kept out of
the way, long enough, so he could frame me.”

-That’s a bit egotistical, why you.-

“Steele said it. Guild Master Latherby supported me
at the Academy and because of what happened, he’s losing support
within the Council. If I went on a killing spree, he loses
credibility and the Sons of Terrabin take over.”

-And why would this Ravenshadow want the Sons of
Terrabin to control the Hunter’s Guild?-

“I have no idea,” she replied. “But so far, you
can’t deny it does make a certain kind of sense.”

-There are a lot of things which make a certain kind
of sense, that doesn’t mean they are right.-

“Well, no, but it’s the best I can come up, with so
far.”

-What about the ring?-

She looked down at the ring she was wearing on her
finger, it seemed like the safest place to keep it at the moment.
There was a familiarity about the crest on the ring. She saw it on
a few of the bounties which were posted to the board, back at the
Guild House, including her own. Those bounties were the ones
scripted by the Crown. The crest was similar to that of the royal
crest, but as similar as it was, there were distinct differences.
The most noticeable difference was the royal crest had the symbol
of a bird over the engraving of a tree. This one had a horse beside
a similar looking tree. That meant, the ring could belong to
royalty or, it could be a forgery, she knew as much about jewelry
as she did the royal family, which wasn’t much.

They plodded along in silence a little further down
the road when she started to flip through the pages of the book
again. She had been through it back to front and back again, but it
was the only piece of evidence she had, and the only thing which
even suggested it knew what was going on. If only she could talk to
books, then maybe she’d get some answers, of course, with the
damage this book sustained, it was probably very sick or possible
dead already.

Only the first half of the book was burned, the
second half, although having nothing of any real importance written
in it, wasn’t damaged. That was about twenty three pages into a
book which contained nearly fifty. She opened the book to the
twenty-third page and held it out in her hand, as a man, who was
trying to destroy it, might do. What was on the page which Brian
Tally wanted to see burn? What was on the page he had second
thoughts about destroying? She turned the book around, looking at
it from a different angle.

“Hold up Grim,” she called out. The mountain pony
stopped in the middle of the road. The light was beginning to fade
as the sun was starting to set, but she could still make out the
row of boxes, and the funny little lines, at the bottom of the
page. Originally, she thought they were simply doodles, absently
drawn in the margin, by a bored writer, but now she wasn’t so
sure.

“It’s a code,” she said, turning the book around a
few times. It was difficult to tell which side of the code was up.
“It’s an old code. Master Adams taught us these back at the
Academy, one of the few things, I stayed awake for.”

-So, what does it say?-

“I don’t know.”

-Oh, well, that's a big help.-

“I mean, I don’t know right now. I think I can break
it, if I can remember the keys. Come on, we’ll set up here for the
night.”

They moved off the road, into the denser part of the
wooded area, until they found a small gully with high embankments.
It was not well suited as a camp site, since the ground was pretty
damp and would only get worse before the morning, but at least it
would hide the light of the small fire she needed to read the book
by. They foraged for food, which amounted to a handful of berries
and a few green leaves the local rabbit population swore by, and
the only blanket she had, to keep herself warm, was the table cloth
Alisa wrapped her supplies in.

Starting a fire was easy, even without the aid of a
tinderbox. She learned the technique from a crow, a very
intelligent crow, by the name of Kaza. He would probably know the
keys to the code she was trying to decipher.

A few tries and a few failures and a few words she
created, which she couldn’t even pronounce, but she knew she was on
the right track when she spelled out the name of David Draw.

“Grim you were right?” She exclaimed, holding up the
book.

-Of course I was.-

The mountain pony replied, looking over at her,
still half asleep.

-What was I right about?-

He asked.

“David Draw and Brian Tally were both in on it, and
I’m guessing this name was Author Linny, but I don’t know who
Garret B- is, the rest of his family name was destroyed, as were
the two names after his. All I know is, one starts with an A and
the other one with an F or an E. But this name I recognize,
Rothershire.”

-Never heard of him… good night.-

“There was an old man who lived just outside of
Riverport by the name of Rothershire, William Rothershire. If
nothing else, maybe he’s a relative.”

-Riverport… Home?-

Vesper asked from his sleeping place beside the
fire.

“No, not quite,” Kile replied. She closed the book
and lay back on the table cloth. It wasn’t exactly home. It was
just the place she grew up.

 


When the dawn came, the ground proved even damper
than Kile first anticipated, it even extinguished the fire. For
breakfast they finished off the last of the berries and the green
leaves, for which she would have to thank the rabbits for. They
tasted a lot better than they smelled, which really wasn’t saying
much. She shook out her tablecloth and rolled what little supplies
she still had inside, before tying it to Grim.

-Oh come on, it’s still early.-

Grim complained when she checked the straps.

“I know. I want to get an early start.” She said,
pulling herself up onto the mountain pony.

Once they were on the main road, they headed north.
She may not have known where she was at the moment, but she knew
Riverport was far enough north, she was bound to stumble upon
something she remembered from her maps. All she needed to do was
keep heading in that direction.

The farther north she traveled the more travels she
met. By now, she was probably in the eastern trade routes. She knew
it was only a matter of time before someone recognized her. The
sight of a redheaded girl, upon a large black mountain pony, was
not something you see every day. There was no advantage in pushing
her luck on the road, so she chose to cut across country, far
enough away from the main road so as not to be seen.

She spoke with a few birds, to get a sense of where
she was, and how far she still needed to go. The nearest city,
which she was familiar with, was Noroton. At the age of fourteen,
it was the first city she visited, outside of Riverport, not that
Riverport could ever be called a city. She arrived in the back of a
merchant’s wagon. From there she purchased a carriage ticket, to
take her the rest of the way to Littenbeck, where she took the
entry examination for the Hunter’s Academy. That was nearly four
years ago. In that short space of time, she not only took and
passed the examination, but she was admitted to the Academy,
graduated, became a Hunter, had her Hunter status revoked and was
now the most wanted criminal in all realm. It was strange how
things turned out.

-Fire.-

Vesper shouted in her head, bringing her back to
reality. She didn’t have to see what the yarrow was looking at. The
image he attached to the word was enough for her to recognize as a
campfire.

“Hold up Grim,” she told the pony.

He stopped in the middle of the field. It was slow
going off road, and she was relying on Grim’s sense of direction,
to keep her heading north. Birds became scarce as the sun went
down, and bats proved harder to attract.

Kile scanned the horizon, but she smelled the fire,
before she was able to see it. It was still a good distance away,
hidden among the trees. A single, open fire, not something the
merchants would set up. Their campsites were usually much larger.
They would circle their wagons and have three or four campfire
burning at the same time. A single fire usually meant a small group
of travelers crossing through the wild, and if people were crossing
through the wild, they usually hired a Hunter.

-We should avoid it.-

Grim replied, moving away from the fire.

“Hold a minute,” she said. “I think this deserves a
closer look.”

-Fine… whatever.-

She slid off the pony’s back, falling lightly to the
grass. Vesper jumped from his place between Grim’s ears onto Kile’s
shoulder.

“Wait here, Grim,” she told the pony

-Like I was even going to get any closer.-

He replied.

She ignored him and slowly approached the camp,
keeping as low and as quiet as the surrounding grass allowed. She
found it easy, moving through the night. Oddly enough, it wasn’t as
dark as it used to be. Morgan once explained it to her. He told her
she was channeling Vesper’s night vision, but she wasn’t so sure
now. Even when Vesper wasn’t with her, she found she could see very
well, in even the darkest of nights.

Stopping well out of range of the campsite, she
crouched down in the tall grass and sniffed at the air. The smells
were familiar, as she feared. It was difficult to actually describe
a smell, but everyone’s scent was different, and she knew these. It
was almost as if she knew who would be at the campsite before she
even saw it.

It was the smell of lavender and leather, and it
meant Erin Silvia was closer than Kile thought. She anticipated at
least a two day head start. Of course, she did spend most of the
time wandering around aimlessly, looking for a direction to travel
in. Now she knew where to go, it took her back over her previous
trail. This also cuts into her head start. The scent of mushrooms
and earth better explained why they were able to follow her so
easily, that was Master Folkstaff’s scent. He was her survival
instructor at the Academy. If anyone could track anyone through
anything, it was surely him.

There was also the smell of herbs and peppermint,
the scent she associated with Daniel Leary, but it couldn’t be him.
Daniel was a healer. He didn’t have field experience. If he was out
here, he was a long way out of his element.

It was the last odor, which unnerved her, a strong
odor of tobacco and ginger. It belonged to the unknown Hunter, who
tried to kill her in the Tally house. Why was he traveling with
Erin and the others? It could only mean one thing. The encounter at
the Tally house was a trap. They must be in on it together. Did
Daniel really betray her? There was no other explanation. It was a
trap and she walked right into it, and Daniel was the one who
baited it for them.

She skirted the outer perimeter of the campsite and
approached the Hunters’ horses.

-Kile?-

A beautiful dapple gray mare turned towards her when
she got closer.

“Hello, Miliea,” she whispered, stroking the horse’s
nose. “Is Daniel, treating you well?”

-Yes, Daniel master.-

Miliea replied and with those words came the
feelings of a very happy content horse.

It was great to see she was doing so well. She was
one yes away from becoming Kile’s, but sheer stubbornness prevented
that. Kile couldn’t abandon Grim back then, even if the mountain
pony wasn’t being very receptive.

“Hello, Elemia, do you remember me?” Kile asked the
piebald mare next to Miliea. She had only met Elemia once and
didn’t have the opportunity to speak with her, but the horse was
only too happy to see the girl.

-Remember Kile.-

Elemia replied, and it was strange to see their
first meeting through the eyes of the horse, as she remembered
it.

“And who do we have here?” Kile asked, moving down
the line.

-Pathfinder.-

The horse replied.

He was a strawberry roan stallion, and it wasn’t too
difficult to figure out whose horse he was. Most Hunters had a
habit of overstating the obvious. Only one of the best trackers in
the Guild would have named their horse, Pathfinder.

“So, you belong to Master Folkstaff,” Kile laughed,
stroking the horse’s nose. “What is your real name?” she asked.

-Belegar.-

Pathfinder replied.

“Belegar, I think that name suits you better,” Kile
smiled.

Pathfinder, or Belegar, shook out his mane and
seemed genuinely pleased to hear his name spoken by a vir.

“And what about you, what do they call you?” Kile
asked, approaching the black-blue roan stallion, who watching her
closely.

-Storm Cloud.-

The horse replied reluctantly.

There it was again, a complete lack of originality
on behalf of a Hunter.

“What’s your real name?” She asked, stroking his
nose.

-Kenara-

The horse replied.

“It’s nice to meet you Kenara. Could you tell me who
your rider is?”

-Name is Grey…Samuel Grey.-

When Kenara spoke the name, it carried with it
visions of a man doing things Kile wished she had not seen. A very
cruel, manipulative man who had only one agenda and that was to get
ahead by any means necessary. At least now she knew who the
greatest threat of the group was.

“So, where are you guys heading?” she asked.

-We follow Belegar.-

Elemia replied.

“And where is Belegar going?”

-I go where master tells me to go.-

It was always difficult to get a straight answer
from a horse. They are usually completely devoted to their masters,
even the ones they don’t like, and they care very little about the
day to day problems. As long as they have food, water and a warm
place to sleep, they were generally happy, but then, that really
went for most of the natural world, it was only vir who insist on
placing obstacles in their paths.

“How long have you guys been on the road?” she
asked.

-Two sleeps under sky.-

Kenara replied.

That was easy, two sleeps meant two days. They must
have left the city of Littenbeck two days ago, which meant, they
covered more ground than Kile did.

“You couldn’t like, slow down or maybe go off
course?” she asked.

-Why do that?-

Belegar asked.

“Never mind,” Kile replied, shaking her head. It was
no use trying to persuade them to go against their rider's wishes.
It just wasn’t in the nature of a horse. At least, it wasn’t in the
nature of a normal horse. Grim was another case altogether.

“I’ll see you guys later. Okay?” She said.

She moved away from the horses, back around the
outer edge of the campsite where she could get a better look at her
pursuers. She didn’t dare get any closer, she was already close
enough. They didn’t have anyone on watch, but it really didn’t
surprise her. They were in the southern provinces, which was as
safe as the wild could be, and they were only two days out of
Littenbeck. Besides, the only threat a Hunter would face, on an
assignment like this, was from the bounty they were chasing, and
that would be Kile. If she looked at it that way, it was kind of
like an insult. If she was supposed to be this deadly assassin,
shouldn’t they be more careful?

Falling into her Edge, Kile reached out through the
forest, touching every animal she could sense, until she found the
ones she wanted. It didn’t take long before six raccoons, two
opossums, one red fox , and she didn’t even know how many, mice,
answered her call.

“Just the guys I’m looking for.” She said. “I was
wondering if you could help me out. There’s food in it for you if
you do.”
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Erin awoke to the sound of the birds in the trees.
She pulled the blanket over her head and tried to block out the
noise. There were very few assignments, which she was assigned,
that she was reluctant to see through, and this was one of them.
Whether it was the bounty she was required to bring in, at any
cost, or the company she was forced to cooperate with to bring in
that bounty, this was one assignment she wished she never accepted,
although, she wasn’t given much of a choice.

The entire thing was blown out of proportion from
the start. If it was any other Hunter, who was accused of the
crimes which Kile was accused of, he would have been given the
opportunity to turn himself in and explain his actions before the
Council. Not only was Kile not given that option, but Erin was
starting to believe the Council has no intentions of giving her the
opportunity to explain her side, and yet, Erin still had to bring
her in. What made it worse was now Kile thought Erin was in on it
as well.

Right now, the girl was out there alone, feeling
like no one believes in her and no one is on her side. In some
ways, she was right. There really wasn’t anyone looking into the
assassinations. The Council already closed the case, even after the
recent deaths. It is their belief that Kile Veller is the assassin,
and no other explanation is needed. Instead of a trial, Erin was
bringing the girl in for her execution, which only confirmed Kile’s
accusation. Erin was just another part of it.

They left Littenbeck two days ago and picked up
Kile’s trail before the end of the first day. It wasn’t difficult.
She was only a Level Five Hunter, and she wasn’t very skilled in
wilderness survival. The trail was so easy to follow, any first
year, worth his admittance into the Academy, could have done it. At
the rate they were going, and the signs Kile was leaving behind,
they would be able to overtake her by day’s end. In some ways, it
was a relief. It would mark an end to the assignment, but at what
cost?

Erin turned over and closed her eyes. Maybe she
could give Kile just a few more hours of freedom.

“It’s no use. You’re going to have to get up
sometime,” Folkstaff said.

She was beginning to wonder if the man ever
slept.

“What’s the rush?” she mumbled.

“Oh, no rush,” he laughed.

Erin opened her eyes.

“Is this good news of bad news, and do I want to
hear it?” she asked from under her blanket.

“That would depend on how you look at it,” he
replied.

There was no getting around it. She would have to
get up sooner or later to see what obstacles the day just dumped on
her. It was clear Folkstaff wasn’t going to just tell her. Sitting
up, she let the blanket fall from her face and ran her hands
through her hair. She yawned, stretched and tried to assure
herself, this was all going to turn out for the best. She looked
around the campsite, so much for optimism.

“Where are supplies?” she asked calmly.

“Gone,” Folkstaff replied.

Daniel was still sleeping, wrapped tightly in his
blanket. She would have to tell him, no Hunter wraps himself in his
blanket when he sleeps. It only makes it that much harder if they
have to get up quickly in the night. Aside from the little tricks
of the trade he still needed to learn, she was impressed with the
young Hunter. He hardly said a word during their rather rapid
travel over the last two days, even though she knew he wanted to.
Most Level Five Hunters, she had the displeasure of working with,
usually did. They weren’t used to spending that much time in the
saddle. He was a good boy, but he wasn’t cut out to be a field
Hunter. If the rumors about his abilities, and his Edge, were even
half true, his place was definitely in the hospital.

Then there was Certified Level One Hunter Grey, who
was fast asleep on the opposite side of the camp. If she had her
way, she would leave him behind at the first opportunity she got,
and if it was in the middle of the ocean, or in the center of the
wasteland, so much the better.

Getting up, she stretched the kinks out of her back,
shook out her blanket and rolled it up before looking over the
campsite once again, hoping her first assessment of the situation
was an over exaggeration. Unfortunately, it wasn’t. The backpacks,
which sat off to one side, the spare pack, which was sitting by the
fire, even the water skins which were hanging from a nearby branch,
were all missing.

“All the supplies are gone?” she asked.

“It would seem that way,” Folkstaff replied.

He was sitting beneath one of the trees, weaving
together blades of grass into a long chain. Why he did this, she
never asked, it was just something he did to pass the time.

“The horses?”

“They're still here,” he assured her.

“Tracks?”

“Not a one, I’ve been around the site three times,
couldn’t find a trace of anything.”

“Did you… you know?”

“Listen to the earth. First thing I did, and it’s
not telling me anything I didn’t already know.”

“So, what do you make of it?” she asked.

 

Getting to his feet, Folkstaff dusted off his pants
and looked around the forest once again, as if trying to find
something he missed. He finally just shook his head.

“I’m impressed,” he said with a grin. “I
underestimated her. She’s a lot better than I gave her credit
for.”

“So, you’re sure it Kile?” Erin asked.

“If it was anyone else, they would have taken the
horses or even tried to do us in. She just took the supplies. It
looks like she got just about everything too. You do realize, we
have to catch her now, just to find out how she did it.”

“I suppose we’ll have to head back to Littenbeck to
stock up,” Erin replied with a shrug. “That’s going to put us, at
least another day or two behind her,” she added.

“More than that,” Folkstaff replied.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I wasn’t joking when I said I couldn’t find
any trace of her.”

“Are you serious?” She asked.

Erin thought he was thinking along the same lines as
she was anything to give Kile a little extra time. But if the girl
somehow managed to hide her tracks, even from him, then they had no
idea of where she was heading.

“You might as well get sleeping beauty up, I’ll wake
Daniel.” She sighed, dropping her blanket on the ground beside the
spent fire. She kicked the young Hunter’s boot.

“What? Is it morning already?” Daniel yawned.

“It’s been morning for the last hour.” She replied.
“Come on, get up, we have a small problem.”

“Problem, what… Is someone hurt?” he asked,
struggling to get out of his tightly wrapped blanket.

“No, no one’s hurt,” she replied.

“What… What’s going on?” Grey shouted, jumping to
his feet. He reached for his weapon, but it wasn’t there. Cursing
loudly, he looked around the campsite.

Erin looked to her own sword, and found it still
intact. She glanced over at Folkstaff, who was still wearing his
weapon. It would appear Kile targeted certain other items.

“Where the hell are my boots?” Grey shouted.

“What’s going on?” Daniel asked, finally freeing
himself from his blanket. Maybe next time he’ll learn not to wrap
himself up so tightly, Erin thought to herself.

“It would appear we’ve been… robbed,” Folkstaff
replied.

“Robbed? What are you talking out, who robbed us?”
Grey continued shouting.

It was too early for all this noise.

“At the moment, we’re not sure.” Erin replied,
trying to calm him down. “But whoever they were, they managed to
get most, if not all, of our supplies, as well as a few… choice
items.”

“This is an outrage,” Grey shouted. “We have to
track them down, find the bastards who did this and make them
pay.”

“There are no tracks,” Folkstaff added.

“There has to be tracks. No one can enter a campsite
and walk away with all our stuff without leaving tracks,” Grey
replied, looking around, as if he would find something Folkstaff
missed

“You’re not going to find anything,” Folkstaff told
him.

“And I’m sure you tried everything. You know who did
this don’t you? It was that girl, the fugitive Veller.”

“We can’t be sure of that,” Erin said.

“We’ll just see what the earth says.” Grey replied,
clamping his hands together. He closed his eyes and fell into his
Edge.

Earthspeak was a high level art, obviously
influenced by the sphere of earth. It was a means of learning
information from the surrounding area, and was quite effective when
executed properly. Erin knew of only one Hunter, who truly mastered
the skill, and that was Folkstaff. If he said the earth revealed
nothing, then there was nothing to reveal. She waited until Grey
came back to his senses, with a confused look on his face.

“And, what have you learned?” Folkstaff asked,
already knowing the answer.

“Nothing,” Grey reluctantly replied. “There is no
sign of her, she was never in this camp… no one was.”

“The earth… actually speaks to you?” Daniel
asked.

“No, not quite,” Folkstaff explain. “It’s more like
reading the flow of energy around the earth to see the passing of
things. It’s like dropping a rock in a lake. We know where the rock
landed from the ripples it creates, the same thing can be read from
the energy of the earth, but unlike a lake, the ripples last
longer.”

“Then if nobody was here, how did our stuff
disappear?”

Folkstaff took off his hat and scratched his head.
“Haven’t a clue. It is possible, if you walk fast enough and are
light enough, you could pass without leaving ripples, just like
certain insects can walk on the surface of the water,” He said.

“How small would you have to be not to leave ripples
on the earth?” Daniel asked.

“You wouldn’t have to be as small as an insect, if
that’s what you mean,” Folkstaff replied. “Probably the size of a…
cat or possibly a small dog, something in that area might be able
to pull it off. Animals have a closeness to nature which is
sometimes difficult to read.”

Erin watched Daniel and knew the boy was onto
something, although he wouldn’t say, but she was thinking the same
thing. How far did Kile’s control over animals extend?

“If it was Kile, we know she didn’t head back to
Littenbeck,” Erin said, stepping forward. “Grey, go east a couple
of leagues, Folkstaff, try south. Daniel and I will go west. Return
here in an hour, maybe we can find something which will lead us in
the right direction.”

“What about my boots?” Grey complained.

“What do you want me to do about it?” Erin asked
with a shrug. She motioned for Daniel to follow her. “I’d lend you
mine, but I don’t think they’ll fit,” she added.

When they put some distance between them and the
campsite, Erin slowed down. She had to hand it to Daniel. He was
still looking for tracks, even if he didn’t know what he was
looking for. She knew Kile wouldn’t come this way. It didn’t make
any sense. She waited until they were far enough away from the
others, before she stopped him.

“So, what were you thinking back there?” she
asked.

“Sorry,” Daniel said, looking up rather startled. “I
don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh sure, you do, those questions about how small
would you have to be to not leave ripples on the earth. It didn’t
seem like a casual question.”

“I was just curious, that’s all,” Daniel replied
defensively.

The subtle route wasn’t going to get her very
far.

“How strong is her control over the animals?” she
asked.

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

“Please Daniel. I really don’t have the time, or the
patience for these types of games.”

Daniel just grinned and shook his head. “You just
don’t get it,” he said. “She doesn’t control animals.”

“You know I spoke with Morgan, you know he told me
about Kile’s Edge. I know she can communicate with the natural
world, I just don’t know how far her control goes.”

“That’s just it, you don’t know.” He said, turning
away from Erin. “Kile was right, just like every other Hunter, you
need to control things to understand them. She doesn’t control the
animals, she talks to them, and she listens to them.”

“Then how does she make them do what she wants them
to do? How did she make the bats cover her escape? How did she make
the horses defy their riders and return to the stables? How did she
make… whatever it was that entered our campsite last night, clean
us out?”

“She asked them, and they help her.” Daniel said. He
watched the look on Erin’s face when the realization of what he was
saying, finally sunk in. “Now you get it,” he laughed. “You’re not
looking for one girl on the run with no one to turn to. You’re
looking for a girl who has friends in every tree, in every bush, in
every field, in ever forest. Hell, she might even have friends in
the rivers for all I know. I’ve seen her get directions from birds.
I’ve seen her convince guard dogs to look the other way when she
passes. I’ve seen squirrels help her forage for food. Whatever got
into our camp and cleaned us out last night did it, not because it
had to, not because she made it, but because it wanted to.”

And things just got a whole lot more
complicated.

“We better head back to camp,” Erin replied. If what
Daniel said was true, and she had no reason to disbelieve him, then
Kile was a lot more dangerous than anyone could have ever thought.
It’s clear the Council knew nothing about this when they posted the
bounty on her. If they had, they might not have been so quick to do
it.

Grey was already limping in from the west when they
returned to camp. He looked more miserable than when he left.

“Did you find anything?” Erin asked, trying not to
laugh at his discomfort.

“Yeah, a whole lot of rocks,” he grumbled. He sat
down under one of the trees to rub his feet. “You there, Healer,
help me out here.”

Daniel reluctantly approached. Healers didn’t have
the luxury of refusing to tend to the wounds of Hunters, even if
those wounds were so minute, they didn’t warrant his abilities.
Erin grabbed her blanket from the ground and walked to where the
horses were tied. She looked at Elemsia in a whole new light. If
she had the ability to speak with animals, what information could
they give her? What did the horses see last night? What information
did they give Kile?

The piebald mare had been with her, for what seemed
like, an eternity, although it was probably closer to eight years.
She always through she knew her horse well, all her little
inconsistency, her mood swings, the different way she acted, when
he wasn’t feeling well or when she was scared. She always thought
she had a close bond with her horse, but now, she wasn’t so sure.
That bond didn’t seem so strong. If she could speak with her, what
could she say, what would she say? She had always been skittish
around strangers, she had always warned Erin when anything or
anyone was near their camp, and yet last night, she did nothing.
She let Kile walk in an out without so much as neigh.

Erin draped the blanket over the horse’s back and
Elemia shook out her mane and pawed the ground, nodding her head
towards the tree in front of her.

“What’s the matter, girl?” Erin asked. She asked,
even though she knew she would never truly receive an answer, not
like Kile would have. Elemia kept pawing the ground until Erin
looked at the tree.

There in the crook of two branches was an old book
and the mare wouldn’t stop nodding until she picked it up.

The book was old, faded and badly burned, but she
knew it wasn’t there when they set up camp last night. Did Kile
leave it for her? She flipped through the pages, reading the soft
spidery print. There was no name on the book, no way of knowing
whose it was, but there were a few oak leaves marking pages. For
what reason, she wasn’t sure, but she closed the book and stuffed
it into her belt pouch when she heard Folkstaff.

“What did you find?” she asked when she returned to
camp.

“The trail picks up not far from here,” he said,
pointing south.

“That’s it. We know where she’s going,” Grey
announced.

“Not quite, the tracks lead in this direction.”

“So… she was heading south like we thought, but she
turned around,” Erin said sitting down beside the Hunter.

“It would seem that way,” Folkstaff replied. “She
came at us from the east, but from that point on, her tracks just
disappeared.”

“She was coming for us, she planned this,” Grey
said, jumping to his feet, only to remember he didn’t have any
shoes on, he cursed and quickly sat back down.

“I think we were more of a sidetrack,” Folkstaff
replied.

“What do you mean?” Erin asked. “You don’t think she
was looking for us.”

“No, based on the tracks I found, she was heading in
a more northeasterly direction. She must have spotted our campfire,
from that point on, nothing.”

“So, she realized how close we were getting and
covered her tracks.” Erin said. “I did find some signs over by the
horses that I would like you to take a look at.”

“Lead the way.” Folkstaff said, following Erin back
to the horses.

Removing his gloves, he crouched down and ran his
hand over the earth. “Somebody was here, but with all the traffic,
I can’t be too sure.” He said, looking up at Erin. “But even
someone as green as Daniel, could have told you that.”

“I realized that.” She said, pulling the book out.
“I wanted to show you this.”

“What is it?”

“It was left here in the crook of the tree.”

“By Kile?”

“That's what I think.”

“But you can’t be sure.” He said, turning the book
over in his hand. “It could have been left out here for quite some
time. It doesn’t look to be in the best of conditions.”

“Yes, it’s possible, but my horse wouldn’t stop
pointing to it,” she told him.

“Your horse pointed to the book,” Folkstaff said.
For some reason, he didn’t seem to believe her.

“Well… in a way,” Erin explained. “If Kile put it
there, which I believe she did, then she wanted me to read it,
although I don’t know why. A few of the passages are marked.”

“Why would someone trying to escape give us help
finding her?” Folkstaff asked.

“Her pattern is definitely not one of an escaping
bounty. She’s looking for something, or someone.”

“That’s still speculation.” Folkstaff replied. “We
don’t really know if she left the book here in the first place, or
if she was even here. Maybe we’re giving her too much credit,” he
said, handing the book back to Erin.

“You could be right.” She replied and flicked
through the pages one more time.

“Or I could be wrong.” Folkstaff said. He was
holding up a small piece of paper which he found placed between
Pathfinders ears.

“What does it say? Is it a note from Kile?” Erin
asked.

“If it is, it doesn’t make any sense.” He said,
handing the paper to Erin.

She read it and found it equally confusing. “All it
says is ‘his real name is Belegar’”

When Pathfinder heard his name spoken out loud, he
stomped his hoof and shook out his mane. Folkstaff looked at Erin,
who handed him back the paper.

“I guess you're going to have to start calling him
Belegar from now on,” she told him.
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Kile was jolted awake when Grim came to a stop on
the hill overlooking the small town of Riverport. The sun was up.
In fact, it was already a couple hours past noon. They traveled the
better part of two days, stopping only for a quick meal and maybe a
little rest before starting off again. They kept up the pace in an
attempt to put as much distance between them and Erin Silvia as
possible. Kile hoped her visit to Erin’s campsite bought her at
least a few more hours if not a few more days. If nothing else, it
did provide her with some needed supplies.

Guild Master Latherby once told her the Hunter’s
Guild, at one time, entertained the thought of using mountain
ponies as mounts for their members, due to the horse's strength and
nearly endless energy, and it was true. Even after two days and two
nights of walking across the countryside, over hills and through
the thicker parts of the forest, Grim wasn’t even winded. If it
wasn’t for the fact mountain ponies had a rather bad disposition,
and were nearly impossible to train, they would have made great
mounts.

Kile slid off Grim’s back, landing on her feet and
nearly falling on the ground as she dismounted. The horse may be
able to go two days without rest, but she was exhausted and she
wasn’t even walking. She stretched out her legs, then her back,
walking around in circles to get her circulation started again. Her
butt had fallen asleep some time during the night and it had yet to
wake up.

Vesper jumped from his place between Grim’s ears,
landing on her shoulder.

-So, this is where you came from.-

Grim said, looking down over the field which was now
thick with summer flowers.

-Place nice.-

Vesper added.

“Let’s not get too sentimental.” She replied, but it
was easier said than done. Across the field, through the narrow
band of trees, over the river and on the other side of town was the
Veller farm. She hadn’t seen it in over four years, and was
beginning to wonder if it still looked the same, now her father was
no longer alive.

“We are here to find William Rothershire. He used to
live just outside of town,” she said.

-And you think he knows something about these
assassinations?-

Grim asked.

“Well… maybe not the assassinations, but he might
know something about this, so called, dark conspiracy, since the
Rothershire name is in the book,” Kile said.

She reached for the book, but remembered she left it
with Erin. Whether it was the right thing to do or not, only time
will tell. Erin was more connected. She’s been doing this type of
work a lot longer than Kile. Hopefully, she could make sense of the
book and find something Kile might have missed. Of course, it could
also lead Erin right to where Kile was, but she had to take the
chance.

“Come on, the sooner we find this Rothershire and
learn what we can, the faster we can get out of this place.”

-Fine by me. Hop on.-

“No, I think I’ll walk a little ways if it’s all the
same.” She said as she started down the hill towards the small town
of Riverport.

They crossed the field and followed the tree line
around the outer edge of town. It would have been faster to cut
through the center, but the less she saw of the old place, the
better she thought she’d be. Rothershire’s farm was located on the
very edge of the town, along the eastern side. She knew, before she
saw it, she wasn’t going to find the answers she was looking
for.

The Rothershire farm had been burned to the
ground.

It was now only a few charred sticks protruding from
the earth, and the fields had gone wild. How long ago did this
happen, she wondered?

Pushing open the gate, she walked the dirt road
between the weed covered fields up to the remains of the old man’s
home. There was nothing left of it but an empty foundation and a
few stone steps leading nowhere.

“I think we’re too late.”

-Doesn’t look as if anyone’s been here for quite
some time.-

Kile sniffed the air, but there were no odors she
could detect, only the smell of the natural world reclaiming what
was taken from it. She could smell the oaks, the wild flowers, the
mountain air, even the jasmine, but nothing out of the ordinary.
Walking among the rubble, she kicked at the stones of the hearth.
There wasn’t even a decent section of the fireplace left, she
thought. There was no chance of finding any lost hiding places
here. There would be no secrets that survived this fire.

“I’m afraid that’s it.” She said, sitting down on
the stone steps. “We’re at a dead end. I don’t know where to go
from here.”

-We don’t know if he’s dead.-

Grim replied.

There was some truth to that, although it was a thin
truth. From what she saw of Talley’s house, she was sure
Rothershire was found in much the same condition as the others. Of
course, it did mean she was on the right track. This had to be the
same Rothershire mentioned in the Talley book, but that didn’t help
her much at this moment.

“Garth,” She said, jumping to her feet.

-What is a Garth?-

Grim asked.

“Not a what, a who. Garth is the gravedigger. If
anyone died here, he would know.”

-Then you are planning on going into town.-

“I don’t have much of a choice. If Rothershire is
dead, Garth would know.”

-You go into town. You run the chance of being
seen.-

“Why Grim, that almost sounds as if you care.”

-If you get caught, I get shipped back to the
Northlands, where I’ll end up on someone’s plate. That is not an
outcome I’m willing to accept.-

“Fair enough, I just won’t get caught. Anyway, I’ve
been away for four years, I doubt if anyone will recognize me.” She
said, climbing onto Grim’s back. She set Vesper down between his
ears.

-You forget. Your face has been posted in every
Guild House across the realm.-

Grim reminded her.

“Well… yeah, but Riverport doesn’t have a Guild
House, we didn’t even know about Hunter’s, until one came
through.”

-This does not bode well.-

Grim mumbled his protest. He started back up the
dirt path, away from the remains of the Rothershire farm and
towards the small town of Riverport.

 


The town looked the same, which didn’t come as a
surprise, since nothing ever changed in Riverport. It was a small
town, nestled in the far northeastern part of Aru with the
mountains closing in on three sides. It was as typical a town as
one would see anywhere in the kingdom, the only novelty Riverport
possessed was its name. It was the one thing about the town Kile
never understood. The closest river was the Shai, which marked the
border between the Shai Province and that of Fennel, nearly a
hundred leagues south of Riverport. The closest thing to a river in
Riverport would be the small ice streams which ran down from the
mountains, providing water for the farmlands. Not only were there
no ports on these, so called, rivers, but they weren’t even deep
enough to float a boat on, in fact, they were so small, nobody
bothered to name them.

The cemetery was located on the western part of
town, away from the center. It only made sense, since nobody wanted
to live beside it. Most of the town’s people never even thought
about it, unless they had need of it.

She dismounted and led Grim up past the stone walls
which marked the outer edge of the cemetery, although, a few
tombstones were on the wrong side of the wall, since the wall was
built long after the cemetery was started. The lone tombstones bore
no markings or dates and nobody knew if anyone was actually buried
beneath them, but no one was willing to risk the ire of the dead by
moving them to the other side of the wall.

She had never been to the cemetery, and only saw it
from a distance, on those rare occasions when she went into town.
She remembered looking upon it with a mixture of sadness and fear.
Sadness for the loss which all the stones marked, and fear, because
her brother told her, if she ever squealed on him again, the dead
would come and drag her back to the cemetery. Needless to say, she
had nightmares until she was ten. Now she walked among the stones
and the only thing she felt was lonely.

-Are you sure this is wise?-

Grim asked, following silently behind her with
Vesper sitting on his head.

“I’m telling you, nobody is going to recognize me,”
she reassured him.

“Kile… Kile Veller.”

“Except, possibly, Keith Wints,” she said, gritting
her teeth and turning around with a forced smile.

He stood beside one of the graves, a shovel in his
hands and a goofy smile on his face. “By the Gods it is you.” He
said.

Keith Wints was Leon Veller’s best friends. The two
did everything together, including making Kile’s life miserable
when she was younger. Even though the young boy teased her
relentlessly, she had a crush on him back then, now… not so much.
He was still good looking, in that farm boy fashion, with his pale
blond hair, which was almost white, and icy blue eyes, but he had a
goofy smile which often made him look simple. The connection just
wasn’t there anymore. It could be, at the moment, she was a wanted
felon and had more things on her mind than finding him attractive,
or, it could simply be, she was no longer the naive farm girl who
didn’t have anyone to compare him to.

“It is you? Isn’t it?” he said, sticking the shovel
in the ground.

“How are you doing, Keith?” she asked, although she
didn’t really care one way or the other.

“I knew it was you. I would recognize that red pony
tail anywhere,” he laughed.

Of course he would, he yanked on it enough
times.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“I work here.”

“You’re the new gravedigger?”

“Well, not exactly, Garth still holds the title. I
guess I’m more like his assistant.”

Assistant to the gravedigger, now there was
something to aspire to.

“So… is Garth around, I kind of needed to ask him
something?”

“I can show you where they’re resting. If you want?
It's just up the hill a ways,” he said, jerking his thumb over his
shoulder.

“What? Where who are resting?” she asked.

“Your parents, that’s was who you came to see…
wasn’t it?”

“My parents?”

“You didn’t know about your mother?” Keith said with
a look of surprise.

“When did it happen?” she asked.

“It was a couple of months ago. She passed quietly
in her sleep. Leon and Jenny were with her,” Keith said, appearing
a little uncomfortable as he started up the hill.

Kile reluctantly followed.

She knew her mother was ill, she was always ill,
ever since the day Kile was born, although some days were better
than others. The last letter she received from Leon, told her their
mother was doing better, and she was getting stronger. Kile always
thought, once their father was gone, their mother's health would
improve. It wasn’t that he was an abusive man, just a very
demanding one, and she was just too frail to handle his
demands.

“Here they are.” He said, waving his arm over three
stones which stood in a silent row. “I’ll… go find Garth for you.
He’s probably in the caretaker’s shack.” He added and made an
awkward, if not gracious, departure.

She stared at the headstones, reading the names
silently to herself over and over again, in a vain attempt to make
it real, but no matter how many times she read them, they were just
words on a stone. Was this what the old guard dog meant by the
cycle of life, to live and die and live again?

The first stone, the smaller and by far, the oldest,
bore the name of Andrew Veller, the brother she never met. He died
before she was born. He was only four. In many ways it was because
of him she was even here. Although, it wasn’t what their father had
in mind, when her parents tried for another child. He wanted
another son, a second son to carry on the Veller name, and he was
disappointed when he received a daughter. The strain of Andrew’s
death, and the birth of another child, was too much for her mother.
She was never the same.

The second stone belonged to her father, Harold
Veller. She could remember the day her he died, that was about
three years ago. She was still at the Academy when she received the
news. Headmaster Oblum gave her permission to go home for the
funeral, but she really didn’t have any desire to see her father or
to say goodbye to him. Their relationship was less this hospitable.
He had no use for a daughter and had often reminded her of the
fact. He didn’t want her to become a Hunter and arranged to have
her marry Oric Talon’s son, Pordist, in exchange for some
bottomland to expand the farm. When she left to take the exam, he
told her she was no longer welcome and to never come back, of
course, not in those exact words.

The new stone bore her mother’s name, Elizabeth
Veller, although nobody ever called her Elizabeth, she was always
known as Beth. The date was nearly three months ago, about the time
the Guild put a stop to all class E deliveries, because of the, so
called, accidents. That must be why she never received word of her
passing. If she did, would she have returned? She could lie to
herself and say she would have, and she might have, but she didn’t
really know. If she received the letter and did return to
Riverport, she wouldn’t have gotten the assignment which sent her
to David Draw’s house, and she wouldn’t be where she was now. She
ran her hand over the stone, hoping to capture the warmth of her
mother, but she could only feel the cold marble. To live, to die,
to live again, that was the cycle of life she reminded herself. She
plucked a blade of grass which grew on the grave and held it to her
chest.

“I was told you wanted to see me.”

She turned to see an old man, stooped with age,
dressed in a tattered brown tunic, standing just outside the row of
headstones.

“Yes.” Kile said, getting up. She slipped the blade
of grass into her shirt and dusting the earth from her knees.
Turning to face the old man, she felt strangely detached from the
situation. “I need to know what you know about William
Rothershire.”

“Rothershire?” The old man said, staring off into
the heavens. It was as if he was reading the name on some unseen
list. He nodded his head, turned and led her away from her family.
“I had a feeling someone would be coming, looking for William” The
old man said, glancing at a few of the stones before turning into a
one of the rows. He stopped before a marble marker which bore the
name of William Rothershire.

“So, he is dead,” she said.

“I’m afraid so.”

“What did you mean, you had a feeling someone would
be coming from him?” Kile asked.

The old man smiled, he never looked at her, just
kept looking at the tombstone, as if he could see the man lying
there, beneath the ground.

“I knew William when he first came to Riverport,
that was about twenty years ago. He knew nothing about farming back
them, but damn he was a scrapper.” Garth laughed.

“A scrapper?”

“Oh yeah, Willy could start a fight in an empty bar.
The number of times he cleared out Flint’s tavern after having a
few. You knew the man was trained to fight, but he could drink too.
That was his problem, you see, he was being chased by his own
demons, and no matter how far and how fast he ran, they always
caught up with him. That’s when he started hiding from them in the
bottom of a bottle. It wasn’t until about eight or nine years ago,
he finally came to grips with his past and cleaned himself up, but
I guess his past caught up with him in the end.”

“So, it wasn’t an accident.”

“Accident, not likely, although there are some in
town who would like to believe so, but if you ask me, William
Rothershire was murdered, for what, I don’t know, but he probably
did.”

“Do you know where he came from?” she asked.

“He never said, exactly, but I gathered from the way
he spoke and the way he held himself, he was something important.
He was a proud and honorable man, so whatever he did, must have
been so terrible to bring him so low.”

“He never told you.”

Garth shook his head. “I think, in the beginning he
was too ashamed to talk about his past, but later on he… just
wanted to forget. I figured the past would catch up to him,
eventually. In the end he faced his demons and this was his
punishment.” He said, stepping away from the stone.

Or his reward, Kile thought, looking down at the
tombstone which only bore his name. There was no date of birth, no
date of death. There wasn’t even an epitaph, only his name chiseled
into the face of the stone. This was all that was left, to mark a
vir’s life.

Holding up her hand, Kile showed the gravedigger the
ring she found in Tally’s house. “Garth, have you seen anything
like this before?” Kile asked him.

He had to squint to see it better, but eventually
nodded. “Yes… yes I have. William had a ring just like that.”

That’s what she expected.

“Are you sure?” she asked again.

“Sure, I’m sure. He used to stare at it from the
bottom of a bottle almost every night.”

“Did he say anything about it? Did he say where he
got it?”

“Not likely, but he prized it. It was the only thing
he kept from his old life.” Garth replied.

That was something, she thought. It was another
connection between Tally and Rothershire. But who was
Rothershire?

“Thank you, sir,” Kile said, turning away from the
old man, but before she could leave, he placed his hand on her
shoulder.

“I’m sorry about your mother,” he said in a gentle
voice. “Beth was a good woman with a kind heart.”

“Thank you,” she replied.

Crossing the cemetery, she headed back to where Grim
was waiting.

The huge, long haired, black horse, standing in the
middle of a graveyard as the sun began to set, was an unnerving
sight, but place a small white yarrow on his head, and it was just
an oddity.

-What did he have to say?-

Grim asked when she got closer.

“A lot,” She replied, leading the pony back down the
path, to the stone wall. “I’ll tell you about it as soon as we’re
back on the road.”

-Where to now.-

“I’m not sure.”

Kile was hoping to get out of town and back on the
road, before anybody even knew she was around. The last person she
wanted to see was the first person she ran into, standing just
outside the cemetery walls.

“Ki?”

He looked older and taller, but then, he was always
taller than she was. The curly mop of red hair was now cut short,
and the mustache only made him look more like their father.

“Leon?”

“I guess I owe Keith and apology.” He said,
scratching his head. He always did that when he was nervous. “When
did you get in? Why didn’t you write?”

“Sorry Leon… I…”

“You weren’t planning on stopping by the farm, were
you?”

“No. Not really.”

He looked down at his boots and scratched his head
again. Maybe that was what happened to his mass of red curls.

“This has something to do with those Hunters who
came through here a couple weeks asking questions.” He said. “Had I
seen you recently? Had I received any letters or messages from you?
What have you gotten yourself into, Ki?”

“It’s a little… complicated,” she said, “But it’s
not true.”

“Everything with you is complicated.” He replied,
shaking his head. “Come on, then.”

“Come on, where?”

“Home,” He said. “Jenny’s cooking supper, she
usually makes too much and you’ll save me from having to eat
leftovers tomorrow.”

“I can’t go home with… wait, who’s Jenny?”

“Jenny… Jenny Shelding.”

“The little freckled face girl with pigtails who
used to live down the road from us?”

“That’s the one,” Leon laughed.

“What’s she doing, cooking your supper?”

“She’s my wife.”

“What? When? Wait… you married Jenny Shelding. You
couldn’t stand her.”

“Things changed, she grew up, I grew up. If you'd
stopped home once in a while, you would have known these
things.”

“I’ve only been gone for four years, when did this
happen?” Kile asked.

“Not long after dad died.” Leon said, scratching his
head again. “It was… hard, taking care of the farm and mom, as
well. She came to help and, well… one thing led to another…”

“So you decided it was just easier to marry her than
to pay her a decent wage.”

“Yeah, something like that,” he laughed. “Actually,
she helped me get through a really tough time and we got to know
each other rather well.”

“I’m glad,” Kile said, following him out of the
cemetery. “I would hate to think of you alone in that house, now
that… mom’s gone.”

“She was proud of you. You know that, don’t you?
When we heard you were accepted into the Academy, she couldn’t be
happier.”

“Thanks. It helps.” Kile said.

“I was proud of you too,” he added.

“Yeah, well, that doesn’t help as much.”

“And dad was proud of you.”

“Now I know you’re lying.”

“Okay, maybe proud wasn’t the right word,” He
laughed. “By the way… why is that ugly horse following us?”

“That, so called ugly horse, happens to be my
friend. His name is Grim.”

“Yes… yes he is.”

A horse drawn wagon, loaded down with supplies
waited for Leon on the side of the road. He hopped up onto the
front seat.

“That’s new.” She remarked.

“Had no choice,” he said, taking the reins. “The old
buckboard made its last run two winters back, when the wheel
decided to fall off as I was returning from town.”

“So, the farm is doing well?” she asked.

“As much as can be expected,” He replied. “We did
manage to secure some of the bottomland dad was after, and last
season's crops did come in better than estimated. Of course, the
money you sent home had a lot to do with that, not that I’m going
to ask where you got it.” He said, looking at her from the seat of
the carriage. “It doesn’t have anything to do with why Hunters are
looking for you, does it?”

“I thought you weren’t going to ask,” she said.

“Fair enough,” he replied.

They took the pine ridge road, although it was
longer, it didn’t pass through town. Whether Leon choose this route
for a reason, he didn’t say, but she was a little more recognizable
than what she thought. If Hunters had already come through asking
questions about her once, it was probably best if she wasn’t seen
by anyone else.

Turning off the road, they headed down the path,
Kile thought, she would never travel again. The Veller farm came
into view. Much like the town around it, nothing had changed in the
last four years. The old barn looked in need of a new roof and the
tool shed did appear to lean a little more to one side, but beyond
that, everything else looked pretty much like the day she left it,
except for the main house. It took her a while to grasp the changes
which were made. With curtains in the windows and flowers in the
front yard, this was not the same house she was raised in. Her
father always believed if something was growing in the yard, it
better be edible by either the family or the livestock. Growing
flowers, was just another form of idleness. If you had time to grow
flowers you had time to grow vegetables, and as for curtains, they
served no purpose he knew of. To see the house like this would have
annoyed her father to no end, which was probably why she liked the
changes.

When then came into the yard, a young boy ran out of
the barn. He stopped when he saw Kile on the mountain pony and
looked to Leon for some confirmation.

“Tad,” Leon called out, jumping down from the wagon.
“Unhitch the horse and brush him down, then get the supplies stored
away.”

“Yes, Mr. Veller,” the young boy replied.

“And put my sister’s… horse. It is a horse isn’t
it?” he asked, turning to Kile.

She glared at him.

“Put my sister’s horse up in the barn.”

“Um… better not,” Kile said, stopping the boy short
of actually coming into contact with Grim, who was not very pleased
by the attention.

“I already told you, you’re staying for supper,”
Leon said.

“It’s not that,” she replied, dismounting. “Grim is
a bit… difficult. Are the stalls in the back still empty, the ones
dad used to keep the grain in?”

“Yeah, they’re always empty this time of year,” Leon
replied.

She reached up to pull Grim’s head down and
whispered in his. “You hear that, take one of the stalls on the
left hand side, all the way in the back of the barn and behave
yourself. I don’t need you making trouble for my brother.”

-You're taking all the fun out of this. You know
that, don’t you.-

“Don’t give me that, not here, not now. Behave
yourself or I’ll be the one, shipping you back to the north
folk.”

-Fine, whatever-

Grim said, walking away from Kile and heading
towards the barn. Vesper leapt from the mountain pony’s head onto
Kile’s arm and sat on her shoulder. She quickly put him into his
pouch, in spite of his protest. It was best not to frighten the
relatives.

The young boy, named Tad, watched in awe when the
mountain pony walked past him and entered the barn without any more
fuss. Even Leon was impressed.

“You’re going to tell me how you did that,” He said,
scratching his head again.

He headed for the farmhouse with Kile following
behind.

She stepped up onto the front porch, which still
creaked when she put her weight on the third board from the left.
Some things never change. Leon opened the door and the smell of
food cooking in the kitchen came wafting out, reminding her of how
hunger she was.

“Jenny, we have company.” Leon called out from the
front door as he hung up his jacket.

A young, fresh faced girl, with long reddish brown
hair, came around the door into the living room. She was wearing a
simple gray house dress with a white apron tied around her waist.
She didn’t look anything like the little freckled faced girl with
pigtails Kile remembered. The expression on her face went from mild
annoyance, to confusion, to shock, then to an expression which was
a little more welcoming, although, not by much.

“Jenny, you remember my sister.” Leon said, stepping
to one side.

“Of course I do.” Jenny replied, wiping her hands on
her apron and quickly crossing the room. “When you said company I
thought you meant Keith. Kile isn't company, she’s family.”

Jenny threw her arms around Kile, who was forced to
do the same. It was rather awkward.

“Is supper ready, I’m starving?” Leon announced.

“If you’d eat your lunch when you’re supposed to,
you wouldn’t be so hungry now,” Jenny shot back.

“Yes, dear,” he replied timidly.

“As it is, supper is already on the table.”

Kile watched the exchange with amusement. At least,
Leon wasn’t treating his wife the way their father treated their
mother. She followed her brother into the dining room which didn’t
look anything like she remembered. It was lighter and definitely
brighter than it was, even with the curtains drawn. There were
nick-knacks and useless little trinkets on every shelf, a white
linen table cloth draped over, what she had to believe was, the old
family table, even the walls looked a lighter shade of beige, if
that was even possible. The entire atmosphere of the house was
different.

“Is something wrong?” Leon asked.

“Wrong? No, nothing’s wrong.” She said, taking her
old seat at the table and feeling like the uninvited guest that
was. The table was set for two with a large bowl of something,
sitting between the two settings.

Retrieving a bowl from the cupboard, Jenny set it on
the table in front of Kile and began to ladle out a large helping
of stew. It was a mixture of potatoes and vegetable with a little
meat thrown in. Kile had a problem eating meat, not because of any
religious belief she held, although, that was what she told people
since it was easier to explain than the real reason. Once she
learned she could communicate with animals, she found it hard to
eat them, just on principle alone. It was kind of like dinning on a
friend. She forced herself to make an exception. The last thing she
wanted was to upset her sister-in-law. Imagine that, she had a
sister-in-law.

“I wish I knew you were coming, I would have made
you something special,” Jenny said.

“Oh, no, this is wonderful,” Kile replied. “I don’t
get to eat this well on the road.”

“So, what brings you back to Riverport?” Jenny
asked, taking her seat at the table.

Kile couldn’t help but think, there was more to the
question than simple curiosity.

“I was investigating a man by the name of
Rothershire.” Kile replied, taking a mouthful of stew. She wasn’t
lying, that was what she was doing.

“You mean William Rothershire, the old man who lives
outside of town?” Leon asked.

“The same,” Kile replied. “Unfortunately, it seems
I’m a little too late.”

“Yeah, it happened about two years ago,” Leon said,
breaking off a piece of bread and dipping it into his bowl. “A
couple of the men spotted the fire. When they went to investigate,
they found his body lying just outside his house. His head was
bashed in and everything. They’re saying bandits, but I have my
doubts.”

“Must we talk about such gruesome things over the
dinner table?” Jenny asked, shooting a look at Leon which clearly
stated, he better not answer that question. She turned her
attention back to Kile and somehow, her smile looked a little
forced.

“So, where will you be heading off to now?” she
asked

To translate, that would be, when are you
leaving?

“I don’t really know. Rothershire was kind of my
last lead. I’ll have to rethink my next move,” Kile replied.

“Well, you’re welcome to stay here as long as you
need,” Leon replied.

He didn’t notice the icy look from his wife.

“I don’t think that will be necessary, I wouldn’t
want to impose.”

“Nonsense,” Leon said, taking a mouthful of the
stew. “You can have your old room, it’s not occupied. Isn’t that
right Jenny?”

“Of course,” Jenny replied, although she was kind of
forced to. “But I’m afraid we’ve been using it as… well,
storage.”

“It won’t take us long to dig out the bed,” Leon
added.

“But, I don’t know if the mattress is any good. If I
had only known ahead of time I could have gotten it all cleaned
up,” Jenny replied.

“Please, I can stay in the barn tonight.” Kile
protested. In many ways, staying with Grim was looking far more
inviting.

“Well, we could always move Andrew into our room
tonight, and she can stay in my old room.” Leon suggested.

This was getting too complicated.

“No, please… who’s Andrew?”

“Andrew? Oh, of course, you don’t know.” Leon
laughed. “Andrew is your nephew.”

“My nephew?” she replied in disbelief.

In the four years she was away, her brother got
married, expanded the farm, and had a son who he named after their
deceased brother. In many ways their father would have been very
happy.

“So it’s settled. We’ll move Andrew into our room
for the night and you can sleep in his, and we’ll get your room set
up tomorrow so you can stay as long as you need.” Leon said with a
big grin. How he couldn’t feel his wife glaring at him was anyone’s
guess.

“I don’t think that’s necessary. I won’t be staying
long and I’ll have to be leaving soon,” Kile pleaded.

“Nonsense,” Leon said with a dismissive wave of his
hand. “You said it yourself. You don’t know where you’re going
next. This way, you can have some time to think.”

The idea of actually stopping for a moment to put
her thoughts together and come up with a better plan than just
riding around in circles was rather tempting. But, she knew Erin
wasn’t far behind. It was only a matter of time before the Hunters
picked up her trail again, and they would soon be arriving in
Riverport.

A sharp pain in her leg brought Kile back to her
senses and she looked under the table to see Vesper looking up at
her.

-Horse.-

The yarrow said, and the word brought with it a
vision of a rider coming up the path. Quickly getting up from her
seat, she ran across the room to the window, sniffing the air. She
had gotten careless again, she had become complacent, she had
forgotten what Master Folkstaff taught her about survival and now
she was trapped. Pulling back the curtains, she reached for her
Lann. Unfortunately, her weapon was a little out of reach. In fact,
her weapon was still with her supplies, which were still with Grim,
on the other side of the yard. Could she be any more foolish?

“What's the matter, Ki?” Leon asked.

She had momentarily forgotten about her brother, his
wife, and their son. It was not just her who was in danger now, it
was all of them. She didn’t think a Hunter would willingly harm
civilians, but she couldn’t be sure what would happen if things
went sour. She knew Leon would try to intervene on her behalf,
which would only make matters worse.

“Ki?”

“We have a visitor,” she told him.

Leon moved to the window over the sink. Pulling the
curtain aside, he looked out onto the yard.

“I don’t see…” He started to say ‘anybody’ but
stopped as a rider came through the front gates of the Veller farm.
Tad was already running across the yard to greet him.

This was going to get complicated, she thought,
looking around the room. If this got violent, she would need space
to maneuver. The last thing she wanted was to destroy her
sister-in-law’s collection of unless knick-knacks. She reached for
the door, but somebody grabbed her arm. She turned on her brother
who quickly backed away, bumping in a shelf and sending a small
vase, crashing to the floor. Jenny jumped to her feet, knocking
over her chair and spilling her bowl of stew. She ran to the
stairs, which led to the second floor. There was a look of concern
on her face. No, not concern, it was fear. Was she trying to
protect her son from the man outside, or from Kile?

Pulling open the door, Kile stepped out into the
night. It was already dark, but she could see the man clearly, she
could smell him, she could almost hear the beating of his heart,
all her senses were alive for one brief moment, until…

“Hey Kile, so Leon found you,” Keith said, ruffling
Tad’s hair before the young boy led his horse off to the barn.

“Keith?”

Kile felt as if her body was crashing. Reality fell
in on top of her and dropped her back to normal, or as normal as it
was going to get.

“I told him I saw you at the cemetery, but he didn’t
believe me. He’s in, isn’t he?” Keith asked.

“Uh, yeah, he was just sitting down to supper,” she
said.

“Oh good, I’m not too late.” he replied, rubbing his
hands together. He came up the front porch and stopped in front of
her. “Oh, before I forget, Garth wanted me to relay a message. He
said Rothershire often spoke of a man by the name of Saybela. He
said something about him working in Windfoil, if that means
anything to you.”

“Oh yes, thank you… and uh… thank Garth the next
time you see him, will you.” She replied.

“Sure thing, it was good seeing you again Kile,
You’ve really grown. You’re staying around a bit, aren’t you?”
Keith asked with a funny looking smile on his face, which Kile
wanted no part of.

“I don’t know. I may have to leave sooner than I
thought.” She replied, quickly heading off towards the barn. Keith
watched her every step of the way, which only made her feel even
more uncomfortable. Only when she reached the safety of the barn
did she dare turn around. Keith was still standing on the porch
with that goofy grin, which made him look simple. She slipped into
the barn and fell against the wall. It wasn’t Keith’s sudden
attraction for her which had her worried, it was what happened
earlier. What came over her? What were those feelings? It was as if
everything was so alive, more so than it should have been, and why
was Leon so scared of her? That was probably the one question which
worried her the most. She had never seen her brother as terrified
as he was, when he looked at her at that moment.

- Are we leaving now? -

Grim’s voice echoed in her head, driving out the
questions. She could always count on him to get straight to the
point.

“That depends,” she said, walking the length of the
old barn “You wouldn’t know where Windfoil is, would you?”

“As a matter of fact, ma’am, yes I do.”

Kile had forgotten all about Tad. He was still
tending Keith’s horse. He stepped out from one the stalls, the
brush still in his hand. He was a young boy, probably about ten or
eleven, with short honey brown hair that stuck out all over the
place.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize you were still here,” Kile
said.

“Yes, ma’am, I was just on my way home when Mr.
Wints arrived,” The young boy replied. He was looking at his feet
when he spoke to her.

“Where do you live?” she asked.

“Not far, ma’am, just down the road a ways.”

“Then you better be off,” she said “Knowing my
brother, he’s not one to pay overtime.”

“No, ma’am,” the boy replied and even allowed
himself a slight chuckle. “I will as soon as I take care of Road
Dust.”

“Road Dust?”

“Mr. Wints’ horse.”

Kile turned her attention to the dun colored
stallion which waited patiently in the stall, and she thought
Hunter’s had strange names for their mounts.

“I can brush down… Road Dust, if you’d like,” she
offered.

“You, ma’am, but… you’re a… a Hunter, aren’t
you?”

“Well, yeah, but I use to work in the stable at the
Academy. One of my jobs was to take care of the horses.”

Tad forced himself to look at Kile for a moment,
before turning to the horse.

“Go on, get home, I’ll take care of the horse. If my
brother has a problem with that, you tell him, to come and talk to
me.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Tad said, handing the brush to
her. He was almost out the door when she stopped him.

“One moment,” she called out. “You said you knew
where Windfoil was.”

“Yes, ma’am. Windfoil is the old name for Waltair
Castle, where the old Kings use to rule,” Tad replied and was out
the door before she could ask him anything else.

Waltair Castle, it was one thing to walk into
Littenbeck where the Hunter’s Guild was located, or even to come
home where she was bound to be noticed, but to walk up to the
King’s front doors and ask to speak to a Mr. Saybela, now that was
going a little too far.

 


Kile pulled the straw from her hair and stretched
out the kinks. She didn’t dare go back to the house last night. She
couldn’t bear to see the terrified look on her brother’s face.
Instead, she found one of the old horse blankets and slept in the
empty stall, next to Grim. That, of course, was after she took care
of the horse with the unfortunate name of Road Dust. He had the
name for so long he had forgotten his real name. Something she
thought was rather depressing. Keith returned, later in the
evening, to reclaim his horse, and although he called out to her,
she made it a point not to be seen. She watched him from the hay
loft as he made a quick search of the barn, but eventually he gave
up looking for her and departed.

As the sun’s light streamed through the slits in the
wall boards, she knew it was getting late and she should be on her
way. Leon would be up soon, and she wanted to apologize for last
night, and assure her brother she wouldn’t be bothering him again.
She would take Grim north, to the Waltair Castle, otherwise known
as Windfoil. What she would do there she wasn’t sure, but she had
to take it one step at a time.

Folding up the blanket, she set it back with the
others, and then ventured out of the barn. It was strange being
home, mainly because it wasn’t home. It wasn’t home back then
because she never felt wanted. Maybe that’s why it didn’t feel like
home now. Walking across the front yard, she stepped up onto the
pouch, making sure to avoid the squeaky board. She stopped by the
window when she heard her brother talking.

“But she’s my sister,” he exclaim, although he
didn’t put much heart into the statement.

“I don’t care Leon, you saw her last night, and you
saw what happened,” Jenny replied.

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

“Her eyes, Leon, you saw her eyes. That's not
normal. I don’t know what they did to her at that… that Academy,
but it’s… not normal.”

“It was… it was just a trick of the light.”

“Don’t give me that, you saw it.”

“I don’t know what I saw, all I know is she’s my
sister, she’s family.”

“We’re family, Leon,” Jenny shouted. “I’m your wife,
this is your son. We’re your family. Where was she when your father
died, where was she when your mother was too sick to leave her
bed.”

“That’s not the point.” Leon replied.

“That's exactly the point.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to get rid of her,” she told him. “I
don’t want her around our son… I don’t trust her, Leon.”

Kile didn’t listen for Leon’s reply, she heard
enough. She quietly moved away from the window and stepped off the
porch. So much for staying as long as she needed, not that she had
any intention of doing so. What hurt her most, wasn’t Leon’s lack
of conviction in his support of her, but that Jenny actually
believed she would harm their child, that she was some wild animal
barely under control. What was even more disturbing was that Kile
started to wonder if it was true. She didn’t feel much like she was
in control last night, not when the fear of being captured took
hold of her. But would she actually harm a child? Could she even
trust herself to answer that question honestly?

She found herself walking up to the fields and
watching as the rabbits were making an early meal of the
vegetables.

 


It was nearly an hour before Leon found her. She
waited in the field as he climbed the hill. The rabbit had other
plans and quickly scattered when they heard him coming, leaving
Kile alone to defend herself against the dreaded farmer.

“What are you doing up here?” Leon asked, pushing
open the gate. He looked down at the crops which had been invaded
by rabbits and ran on hand through his thinning hair. She was
surprised at how much he looked like their father at that
moment.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” She said
getting to her feet and dusting the soil from the seat of her
pants.

“Look Ki… You see… It’s like this…”

“I have to be leaving sooner than I thought,” she
said moving past him. She couldn’t bear listening to him stammer an
excuse.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Keith relayed a message from Garth, last night. It
would appear my dead end wasn’t as dead as I thought it was.
Rothershire mentioned something about… Grover’s Den.”

She wasn’t sure why she thought about Grover’s Den
at that moment, the place where Gerald Treeman died, the start of
this impending war. She wasn’t even sure why she lied to her
brother. Was it to keep him safe, or was it so he wouldn’t worry
about her?

“Look, Ki, you don’t have to leave so soon,” he
said.

“Yes, I do,” She replied. She looked into her
brother's face, at least the terror she saw last night was no
longer lingering in his eyes. She couldn’t say the same about
Jenny. She was sure her sister-in-law had her doubts about Kile the
minute she walked into the house last night. Was it a mother
protecting her child? She gave Leon a weak smile and started down
the hill, Leon caught up.

“About last night…” he started, but she wasn’t in
the mood to discuss it. She couldn’t explain it, and she was sure
he would understand if she could.

“You’re going to need to fence off about a quarter
of an acre for the rabbits,” She told him.

“What?”

“The rabbits, they have agreed to leave the rest of
the farm alone, if you give them a quarter of an acre. Of course,
you’ll have to plant the stuff they like. Lettuce, carrots, you
know.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“Look, it's simple,” she said, turning to face him.
“The rabbits have agreed to lay off the rest of the crops, but only
if you supply them with at least a quarter of an acre where they
can feed. Most of their natural habitat has been taken over by the
vir and their food source is scarce. They don’t want to steal from
you, but they don’t have much of a choice. If you agree to plant
food for them and separate it from the rest of the crops, they’ll
leave you alone. If you don’t, they’re going to keep raiding your
plants.”

“How do you know this?”

“Never mind how I know, just do it,” she said,
heading for the barn.

Before Kile reached the bottom of the hill, Grim
pushed the doors open and was walking towards her. Tad was right
behind the big horse looking a little embarrassed.

“I’m sorry ma’am, he just… got away.” The young boy
called out.

“It’s alright Tad,” she assured him.

-We are leaving now, aren’t we?-

Grim’s asked.

“Yes, we’re leaving.” She told him. He was her
reassuring strength when she needed it. She turned back to her
brother. “Look, Leon, about last night…”

“You’re right, there’s nothing to say,” he
replied.

“It appears there is.” Kile said, nodding towards
the house. Jenny was standing on the front porch holding Andrew in
her arms, probably making sure Kile was actually leaving. “I never
meant to put your family in danger. If everything worked out as
planned, I would have been in and out of Riverport without you even
knowing. If it hadn’t been for Keith...”

“Then I have something more to thank him for.” Leon
said with a grin. “Kile, you’re still my sister and I’m the only
family you have now.”

“Yes, but I’m not the only family you have.” She
said, pulling herself up onto Grim’s back. Vesper watched
everything from between the mountain pony’s ears. “Look, Leon, they
will be coming for me, maybe in a day, two if I’m lucky, but
they’ll be here. Tell Erin, the answers are in the book, those four
men had something in common and I have to get ahead of this, if I’m
to have any chance of clearing my name. There is also a Hunter
involved, someone by the name of Garret B. She may have a better
idea of who that is.”

“Ki, what are you planning on doing?” Leon
asked.

Kile looked at her brother and smiled. She could
tell Leon knew she was going to do something completely stupid, she
also knew, he wouldn’t try to stop her.

“Good by Leon.”

“Kile, this is your home. You know you’re always
welcome here,” he said.

She looked past her brother and stared into the eyes
of Jenny. The young woman flinched and held her son closer to her
chest.

“No… no, I’m not.” She said, turning Grim towards
the road once again. Now she truly had no place to call home.
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It was closer to four days, before Erin Silvia rode
into Riverport. The loss of their supplies cost them time, time
which Erin was willing to spend. Any excuse, to give Kile a little
more freedom, and to decipher the meaning of the strange little
book the girl left her, was worth it. But, no matter how much she
tried to stall, she would never dissuade Grey from the hunt. Grey
was even more determined than ever to bring Kile in.

Erin passed through the center of town and was now
on the same road she traveled nearly ten years ago. Nothing
changed, every tree, every stick, every rock, every blade of grass
was exactly the same as it was back then, back when she came
through Riverport looking for a lost nine year old girl.

All the pieces of that day came together now, now
that she knew what the girl was capable of, and now she had to find
her again, but this time, it would be different.

As the Veller farm came into view, Erin saw the red
haired man, walking across the yard with a sack of grain on his
back. He stopped when he saw the riders coming, set his load down
and waited. He didn’t seem surprised to see them, which meant, he
was expecting them. Grey spurred his horse forward, out pacing Erin
and quickly dismounted.

“Where is she? Where is the fugitive, Veller?” The
man shouted, coming within inches of the farmer’s face. Erin knew
this had to be Kile’s brother, since the man stood his ground
before the irate Hunter, without flinching. Stubbornness must run
in their family.

“Back off, Grey,” Erin shouted. “This is not how I
run things.”

“This is how I run things,” the Hunter said,
striking his chest

“Yeah, but I’m in charge,” Erin replied. She slipped
from her horse and came to stand between Grey and the farmer. It
wasn’t until Folkstaff dismounted and stood beside Erin that Grey
finally backed down.

“Fine, we’ll handle this your way… for now.”

The last two words the Hunter mumbled under his
breath, but Erin heard them loud and clear. She was going to have
to keep a shorter leash on Grey, if she wanted to bring Kile back
in one piece.

The farmer said nothing and watched the exchange,
almost as if he was bored by the events.

“You are Leon Veller, aren’t you?” she asked.

“What’s it to you?” he replied.

He crossed his arms over his chest in defiance. It
was possible that if Grey hadn’t been so heavy handed in his
greetings, Leon wouldn’t be so defensive, but she doubted it. He
was Kile’s brother after all and he probably knew by now, they were
here to take her in.

“Is she here?” Erin asked.

“No.” Leon replied. It didn’t look as if he was
going to give her any more information than that.

“Would you tell me if she was?”

“Probably not,” he replied.

At least he was honest.

“Do you know where she is?”

“No.”

“Well, I see your way is getting us a load of
information,” Grey commented.

Erin shot a look at Grey which went unnoticed, or
ignored. Grey was going to make this as hard as he could for her.
She looked to Folkstaff for help.

“Do you mind if we search?” Folkstaff asked.

“You’re going to, even if I say no,” Leon replied
with a shrug. “Knock yourselves out, you won't find her, she’s
already gone,” he said, retrieving his sack of grain and continuing
across the yard.

“Take Grey and give the place a once over.” Erin
told him. If anything, it will keep Grey occupied and maybe Leon
would be more willing to talk under less hostile conditions. “I’ll
take Daniel and see if we can’t get any information out of her
brother. He may be more receptive if he knows Daniel was a friend
of his sister.”

“You may want to focus your search in the barns and
the fields, anywhere there is livestock.” Daniel added before
following Erin.

Erin watched Leon fill the grain hopper. There was
some resemblance between him and Kile. They both shared the same
red hair, the same eyes, they even shared the same nose, but that
was where the similarities ended. Leon was taller, broader. He
would have made a fine Hunter, if he had not chosen the life of a
farmer, assuming he actually chose this life and didn’t have it
forced upon him. From what she knew of Kile’s father, that was most
likely what happened.

“You care about your sister, don’t you?” she asked
him.

“That's a silly question, of course I do.” He
replied without turning around. It was clear he wanted nothing to
do with her, or maybe it was Hunter’s in general, but she couldn’t
really blame him. If the Guild was after her sister, she wouldn’t
be very fond of talking with them either.

“Help me find her.”

“Why would I want to do that?” He asked throwing the
rest of the grain into the hopper. That was another thing Kile
shared with her bother, a lightning fast temper.

“Because, if you don’t, someone else might get to
her first, someone, who might not want to bring her in.”

“Wonderful, you turn my sister into a… a freak… and
then you chase her across the countryside and you want me to help
you. I don’t think so.”

“She is not a freak.” Daniel shouted, stepping
forward. “She’s different, yeah, but that doesn’t make her a freak,
and the Academy had nothing to do with it.”

“What do you know about it?” Leon asked.

“Probably more than you do.” Daniel replied.

“Listen, my sister was a normal girl before she set
off to become a Hunter. She had a normal life here with a caring
family and…”

“Normal,” Daniel laughed “Kile was never normal, not
in the way you see normal, if anything’s she’s unique, and as for
having a normal life and a caring family, did you know she never
spoke of her family or her life here. She was ashamed of it, or
frightened by it. If you believe what you're saying, then you don’t
know your sister as well as you think you do, or maybe you just
choose to ignore those things that don’t fit into your little
world. Either way, you’re not helping her by stone walling our
investigation.”

Leon turned to look at Daniel. Erin was sure fists
were about to fly. She got ready to intervene but Leon just closed
his eyes and sighed. He was defeated before he even started.

“You’re right,” he whispered. “She never did… fit
in. Not in this world and by the sounds of, not in your world
either.”

“Then help us,” Daniel pleaded.

“I don’t know what I can tell you,” Leon said,
running a hand through his hair. He started back towards the main
house. “All I can tell you is, she came looking for
information.”

“What information?” Erin asked.

“She was looking for someone, a man, an outsider by
the name of William Rothershire.”

“Rothershire,” Erin repeated the name as she pulled
out the small tattered half burnt book. Flipping quickly through
the pages, she stopped at one which was marked by an oak leaf. This
was one of the pages Kile wanted her to read, the one she
deciphered. It was a list of names, and the third one down was
Rothershire.

“You’re Erin.” Leon said, looking at the Hunter for
the first time. “You’re the one who found my sister when she was
lost. You’re the one who put the idea of becoming a Hunter in her
head.”

“I’m sorry,” Erin replied.

“Don’t be,” Leon said shaking his head. “I may have
been a bit abrupt earlier, but I truly believed that going off to
become a Hunter saved my sister.”

“Saved her from what?” Daniel asked.

“From this,” Leon replied with a wide sweep of his
arms as he embraced the Veller farm. “There was always something
about my sister, something I could never put a word to, but she was
her own self and had she been forced to stay here, I think it would
have… destroyed her, not that I believe the Hunters are any better.
Don’t get me wrong, I don’t have anything against Hunters, aside
from the fact they are trying to capture my little sister, but they
are still an organization of rules and regulation and I don’t think
she can fit into that world any better than she fits into this one.
”

“I think I know what you mean,” Daniel replied with
a slight grin. “She was the same way at the Academy. She had a
certain flare for annoying authority.”

“I guess something’s never change,” Leon
replied.

“What can you tell me of Rothershire?” Erin
asked.

“Nothing much I’m afraid. Rothershire was kind of an
outcast in Riverport. From what I knew, he only came into town to
get drunk and start fights. I never really knew much about him. I
only heard about his death from Keith Wints who helped Garth
prepare the grave. The thing is, she did uncover information, but
she wouldn’t tell me what it was, she lied to me. She told me
Rothershire spoke of a place by the name of Grover’s Den.”

“Grover’s Den,” Daniel exclaimed, “You don’t think
this has something to do with that, do you? You don’t think she’s
heading back there.”

“No, that’s just it,” Leon said, turning to Daniel.
“That was what she told me, but it wasn’t the truth. I spoke with
Keith the next day and he told me what Garth message really was,
that Rothershire spoke of a man by the name of Saybela and a place
called Windfoil. I don’t know why she lied.”

“Windfoil,” Erin said and a worried look crossed her
face.

“You’ve heard of it?” Daniel asked.

“Windfoil was the name of the seat where King Jusen
I reined, and some of the old timers still refer to the Waltair
Castle as Windfoil, but I don’t see how that’s going to help.”

“Well, she did leave a message for you,” Leon
added.

“A message? For me?”

This was a little unusual. She never had a bounty
who left messages, or clues, behind deliberately.

“She told me, to tell you, that the four names in
the book are connected, and that if she wanted to clear her name
she had to get a head of it. She also said, there was a Hunter
involved by the name of Garret B.”

There was only one Hunter by the name of Garret with
the last initial of B, who Erin could think of, but what would he
have to do with all this? Was this another trick to try to throw
them off her trail, like lying about Grover’s Den? If so, for what
purpose? She was leaving clues to help them, but then steering them
off in another direction.

“She wouldn’t,” Daniel exclaimed with a look of
horror.

“She wouldn’t what?” Erin asked, although she didn’t
really want to know the answer. The one thing she learned from
chasing Kile, the girl was unpredictable.

“She said in order to clear her name. She had to get
ahead of it. You don’t think she would actually go to Waltair
Castle and confront the High King himself.”

“I don’t think even Kile is that crazy,” Erin said,
but a look from Leon and she wasn’t so sure. “You’re not telling us
everything, are you?” She asked him.

“That’s all I know.” Leon replied with a dismissive
gesture which clearly stated, he no longer wanted to discuss the
matter. He turned and continued back to the house, but Erin wasn’t
going to give up that easily. There was something more Leon wasn’t
telling them, something he was reluctant to talk about. When she
followed Leon, she saw, for the first time, the young girl standing
on the porch with a child in her arms. She had been listening to
the exchange, and Erin couldn’t help notice the look of
apprehension on the girl’s face.

“What happened here the night Kile left?” Erin
asked, grabbing Leon’s arm.

“It was nothing,” he said, easily breaking the hold
as he pulled back.

“It wasn’t, nothing,” the young girl said from the
front step.

“That’s enough Jenny.”

“No, Leon, they have to know.”

“There is nothing more to say.” He said, silencing
his wife, but then he was never able to silence her for long.

“She went crazy, she was like a wild animal, and she
tried to harm our child.”

“Jenny!” Leon shouted and the young girl jumped.

“I don’t believe it,” Daniel exclaimed. “I’ve known
Kile, and she wouldn’t harm anyone.”

“Well, you didn’t see her that night,” Jenny shot
back, gripping the child closer to her chest as if just talking
about the incident put her baby at risk.

“Jenny, why don’t you go back inside?” Leon said,
although it sounded like a request, it was much more than that.
Jenny entered the farmhouse, letting the door swing shut behind
her.

“What did happen?” Erin asked again.

“You have to forgive Jenny, she was upset,” Leon
replied.

“About what?”

Leon said nothing for a while, as if he was putting
his thoughts together and feeling out his story before he told it.
It was clear he cared for his sister, so much so he was unwilling
to say anything which would put Kile in a negative light.

“Ki only stayed with us for one night,” Leon
started. “When Keith arrived, she must have thought it was someone
coming for her. She kind of… lost it.”

“Lost it, what do you mean lost it?” Daniel
demanded. Erin placed her hand on his shoulder to calm him down. It
would not do to antagonize Leon at this moment. She needed to know
everything, and she had a feeling this might be what Morgan warned
her about.

“She kind of went… wild. When I tried to stop him
from going outside, that’s when she turned on me, there was just
this… this look and her eyes…”

“What about her eyes?” Daniel asked Leon, but it
wasn’t Leon, who answered.

“They turned golden, like those of a cat,” Erin
said.

“That right… how did…”

“It doesn’t matter. Did she threaten you in any way?
Did she threaten your child?”

“No, no, nothing like that. She just ran out of the
house. I thought she was going to attack Keith, but… nothing
happened. She never came back that night, not that Jenny would have
allowed her in, anyway. I’m guessing she spent the night in the
barn. The next morning I found her in the high fields. That's when
she told me she was leaving… among other things.”

“What other things?” Erin asked.

“It wasn’t all that important,” Leon replied.

“Anything you can tell us will help.”

“Well, it was kind of strange,” he said, scratching
his head. “She told me to set apart a quart of an acre for the
rabbits and they’d stop eating my crops. I wasn’t sure what to make
of it.”

“I do.” Daniel replied. “And I’d do exactly what she
told you if I was you,” he told Leon, before heading back to the
horses. “I don’t believe she had any intention of harming that
child, it’s just not in her nature,” he said, when they were far
enough away from Leon.

“I’m not sure what her nature is,” Erin replied.
“But I agree. I think part of the story was from a frightened
mother protecting her child.”

“Or someone trying to make more trouble for Kile. It
doesn’t look like she was wanted here any more than she’s wanted
anywhere else.”

“You may be right,” Erin said, looking over her
shoulder at the farm house. Leon had just gone inside, probably to
console his wife.

“How did you know about her eyes, and what does it
mean?” Daniel asked.

She turned to face him. “A woman back in Coopervill
described them the same way, when Kile got angry after being
questioned. I noticed you weren’t all that surprised to hear about
it. Is it part of her Edge?”

“I never saw it back at the Academy, and believe me,
she had plenty of opportunities to be angry, but when she came to
see me at the hospital, when Grey came into the ward, that’s when I
saw it. It was only for a moment and I thought it was a figment of
my imagination, but now… I’m not so sure.”

“Figment or not, this is not something we need to
tell Grey,” Erin replied.

“Agreed.”

“What do you make of the rabbits, then, was that
significant?” Erin asked.

Daniel laughed. “No, that’s just Kile being Kile. If
I know her, she probably had a nice long chat with the boss rabbit
and worked out some kind of deal. If Leon knows what’s good for
him, he’ll honor his side of it.”

Folkstaff came walking across the yard, followed by,
a not so happy, Grey, but then Erin couldn’t remember a time when
he was happy.

“You learn anything?” Erin called out as she pulled
herself up onto Elemia.

“About all I can say for sure is, she was here, but
then we already knew that.” Folkstaff replied. “I’d place her
departure about three or four days ago. Beyond that, there isn’t
much to be said. What about you, did her brother have anything to
say.”

“Plenty, I’ll tell you on the way,” Erin said.

“On the way, to where?” Folkstaff asked, mounting
up.

“Windfoil.”
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Waltair Castle wasn’t difficult to find. Even on the
worst of maps, it was clearly marked. Even those handed out by the
Guild had its location plainly noted. It was once the seat of
power, a centralizing point of the political structure of the
kingdom. It was where the High Kings held court in days gone by. It
was so ingrained in the Aruvian culture that every child knew where
to find it. As it was, Kile got lost.

She had a general idea of where it was supposed to
be, just north of Azintar, which, in itself, was North of
Littenbeck. The last time, it took her two days by the coach road
to get from Riverport to the city of Littenbeck. From there it was
another day to get to the Academy, which was located just outside
the walls of Azintar. She had to believe it couldn’t take any
longer than a day to get from Azintar to Waltair Castle. If her
math was correct, the entire trip should have taken just four days,
and that was if she went the roundabout way via Littenbeck, which
she wasn’t going to attempt. It would not do for her to get too
close to the city, any time soon.

It was on the fifth day she gave in to Grim’s
complaints, about traveling in circles, and finally asked for
directions. The birds of the Northern Province were more than
willing to help by showing her the surrounding area, and that was
when she noticed she had been traveling in the wrong direction. She
should have been moving more westerly but instead she passed
Windfoil, and was now forced to backtrack.

Hoping her path across the countryside, as opposed
to using the open roads, would have saved her a day or two, it
ended up costing her time. She had no idea how much of a head start
she had over Erin, but it would appear she lost most of it.

It was on the evening of the sixth day out of
Riverport, that Windfoil, otherwise known as Waltair Castle, came
into view. The place was enormous when compared to anyplace else
she had seen in her travels, and far older than she expected.
According to the history books, Windfoil was the first structure
built by the vir when they came to this land from, wherever it was
they came from. The history books were never quite clear on that
point. It stood high upon a hill, overlooking the land, and she was
surprised she didn’t see it sooner. It loomed over the trees, and
the tall towers seemed to rival the very mountains for domination
over the skies.

Windfoil was an imposing structure, with an outer
and, and inner, wall, circled the main keep. Each ring was nearly
thirty feet high and had watch towers placed every forty feet. The
main gates were composed of iron and wood, six inches thick and
twenty feet high. There were killing holes along the sides and more
vir than any town could claim walking the battlements. For nearly
thirteen centuries, no force ever breached the walls, no enemy ever
set foot within the keep. Windfoil was virtually invulnerable.

-Now what?-

Grim asked

They stood upon the bluff, starring out across the
chasm at the walls of the stronghold.

“We just have to break in,” she replied.

-Oh, is that all. A vir child and a small rodent are
going to break into the most fortified structure in all the
kingdom.-

“How hard can it be,” Kile replied. “I broke out of
one fortress. It should be easier to break into another. For
starters, nobody is expecting me, and besides you forgot to mention
my trusty steed.”

-I didn’t forget, If you think I’m gonna help you
break in there, you’re not a smart as I gave you credit for.-

“Fine, you stay here. Vesper and I will get in,
speak to this Mr. Saybela and get out before you can say…”

-Treason-

“It’s not treason to visit the King.”

-It is if you’re not invited.-

“Besides, the King shouldn’t even be here. He holds
court in Azintar, Windfoil is just his… summer getaway.” Kile said,
dismounting. The castle looked so much larger now she was standing
on the ground. “Well, it’s not like I could take you through the
halls of the Windfoil anyway. You better stay here, I’ll see if I
can find a way in.”

-Seriously, you really think you’re going to find a
way inside.-

“I won’t know until I try,” she replied. “Besides,
think of it this way. If Saybela is one of the people Ravenshadow
wants dead, he couldn’t have sent his assassin into Windfoil
without it going unnoticed.”

There was some logic to that, she thought, not that
it was going to help her break into the place.

Making her way to the edge of the chasm, she slid to
the bottom and crossed over a small stream. The chasm ran the
length of the eastern wall, so she could get closer, without being
seen. Although, not close enough. The outer wall was still a good
distance away, and there was no cover between the rim of chasm and
the base of the wall. There was no way she was going to cross the
field, without being spotted.

Sitting down, below the edge of the rim, she tried
to go through her options. There weren’t many of them. Going
through the front gate was out of the question. She couldn’t knock
on the doors and ask for entry, they’d have her clapped in irons
before she could set one foot into Windfoil. Climbing the walls was
feasible, but not very practical. It would take far too long and
she could hardly do it without being seen. Then there were the
soldiers on the walls, which would have to be dealt with. Even if
she did, by some miracle, manage to climb the first wall unseen,
there was still the second one she would have to get over before
she could reach the inner keep. The worse part was the distance
from where she was now, to where she wanted to go, couldn't be more
than two hundred, maybe three hundred yards. If it wasn’t for the
walls, it would be an easy trip.

Maybe breaking out of a keep was easier than
breaking in, she thought, although, she did have help. If Emara was
here, she could transport them directly into the keep, assuming
they didn’t end up stuck in the loo or reappear half way across the
country. Carter could get in. With his Edge of invisibility, he
could walk through the front gates without anyone seeing him.
Steele’s Edge was speed. The Hunter could be in and out before
anyone would notice. Even Marcus, with his Edge of persuasion,
wouldn’t have a problem. Although, Marcus would probably just get
himself invited. Why couldn’t she have been blessed with an Edge
that was a little more useful for a situation like this?

-Kile, visitor.-

Vesper said from her shoulder. Kile reached for her
Lann. She had no intention of harming a guard, but she would defend
herself if she had to. She scanned the field between her and the
wall, but saw no one.

“Who did you see?” she asked, sniffing at the air,
but it wasn’t a vir she smelled. Falling into her Edge, she let her
awareness spread out across the field and through the chasm, until
she found her visitor. A red tailed fox was sitting on an old stump
watching her.

She slid down, into the base of the chasm and
followed the stream up to where he was waiting.

“Evening,” she greeted him.

-Strange.-

The fox replied. She wasn’t sure if the fox was
referring to her, or to the way she was acting.

“You wouldn’t know how to get into the castle, would
you?” she asked. She didn’t really expect him to have an answer,
but it couldn’t hurt to ask.

-You wish other side of flat mountain?-

The fox replied. His words brought visions of a flat
mountain rising high out of the surrounding grass. It took Kile a
moment to realize what he was saying.

“Yes, the wall, you know how to get to the other
side of the wall?”

-I have been, take you if you wish.-

The fox replied and without another word, he leapt
from the stump and headed upstream. Kile ran to keep up, as the fox
moved quickly. Only when he reached a rocky outcrop on the side of
the hill did he stop and wait. At first she couldn’t see a reason
for their destination and thought she misinterpreted his visions,
but before she could ask, the fox slipped between two of the stones
and was gone. Getting down on her hands and knees, Kile pried one
of the stones away. There, behind the rocks, was a small natural
cave. It was not much taller than the fox, and not much wider than
herself.

Somewhere, deep inside, was the source of the small
stream. She climbed up the chasm wall and looked across the open
field. If the small cave ran true, it led directly to the walls of
Windfoil.

“Well, what do you think Vesper? You think it’s
worth a try?” she asked.

-Find food.-

The yarrow replied and leapt off of her shoulder to
follow the fox through the small cave.

“What do I have to lose,” she said, squeezing her
way into the opening. “I hope you two know where you’re going.”

-Other side of flat mountain-

The fox called back.

Getting down flat on her stomach, she pulled herself
forward, sliding along the shallow stream. The opening was far too
small to be called a cave, although, she didn’t know what else to
call it besides a tunnel or possible a rabbit hole. Whatever it
was, it was fairly straight, which was a blessing, since she wasn’t
sure if she could turn in so constricted an area. It also raised a
rather valid if not scary question. If this tunnel ended or got any
tighter, how was she supposed to get out?

The journey was slow going, since she wasn’t able to
use her legs and was forced to pull herself along with just her
arms, sliding through the mud and over some rather sharp stones.
The darkness was absolute. Even with her sharpened eyesight,
assuming it kicked in, she wasn’t able to see anything. She had to
rely on other feelings, other senses, which she didn’t understand.
Mostly, she relied on Vesper, who she could sense was just a few
feet ahead of her. When the darkness began to close in, and she was
starting to have second thoughts, the walls opened up. It wasn’t a
large opening, but it was large enough, she could actually crawl on
her hands and knees, which made traveling a little faster if not
more uncomfortable. Kneeling on the sharp rocks wasn’t any better
than being dragged a crossed them.

Reaching out with her Edge, she connected with the
fox who was navigating the tunnel with ease. She had no doubt he
had done countless times. But, what guided him? How he knew where
to go?

She had lost all track of time, moving through the
darkness, and when she finally reached the end of the tunnel, it
just ended. Unfortunately that was the problem, it ended. There was
no turning left, right, up or down, the tunnel just stopped. But
where were Vesper and the fox?

There was a dull light seeping in through a small
opening near her left hand. This had to be where Vesper and the fox
went, but it was far too small for her to get through. She tried
looking through the hole, but couldn’t see anything on the other
side. There was a light, and it appeared to be shining down into an
area on the other side of her dead end. Kile began to feel around
the wall, it wasn’t the rough, natural wall of the tunnel, but a
vir made structure composed of stone and mortar. She must have
reached the outer wall of Windfoil. Although, her time in the
darkness seemed endless, she was sure she traveled further than
that, or at least, she hoped she traveled further than that.

Gripping the edge of the opening, she found the
bricks were loose. Their contact with the ground must have eroded
the mortar. With a little persuasion, she was able to remove a few
of them. Now she only had to worry about the castle walls falling
down on her head.

The first few bricks were easy, but the other
remained firm. For some reason, they wanted to keep the wall up.
She used one of the free bricks to knock out a few of the stubborn
ones. Eventually, she widened the hole enough to get her head and
shoulders through. Squeezing through the narrow gap, she realized
too late, there was no floor on the other side. She tumbled head
first into the trash pile.

“Oh, wonderful,” she said as the smell assaulted her
senses. Was this what attracted the fox, the thought of scavenging
rotting food from the refuse. It could have been worse, she
thought. Trying to stand on numb legs, she braced herself against
the side of the wall. There was only one way out now, and that was
straight up, through a grating in the ceiling, to the source of the
light. Fortunately it wasn’t that far up, only about fifteen or so
feet, and the conveniently placed service ladder would definitely
help.

She waited until the pins and needles, which pricked
at her legs, subsided, before trying the ladder. Vesper climbed up
onto her shoulder when she took hold of the first rung. Hand over
hand, she eventually made it up to the edge, and slipped Vesper
through the grate. The yarrow disappeared, but returned within a
few minutes.

-Empty-

In that word, she saw a kitchen void of vir life.
When she was sure she understood the yarrow, she pushed open the
grate and pulled herself out of the garbage shoot. The kitchen may
be asleep, but there was no telling how far away, or how light a
sleeper, the cook was. She lay on the floor, trying to catch her
breath, but breathing at the moment was a bit difficult, due to the
odor which lingered about her. Vesper climbed back up on her
shoulder when she got to her feet. She exited the small room which
was situated off to one side. The main kitchen was an impressive
area, nearly five times the size of the one back at the Academy.
There was a huge open fire pit in the center of the room, several
pantries of meats and grains lined one wall as pots, pans and
stoves lined the other. Herbs hung from hooks giving the place a
wholesome aroma. She found barrels filled with apples and grabbed
one. Cutting off a wedge she gave it to Vesper before eating the
rest.

Given the size of the kitchen and estimating how far
she traveled through the dark little tunnel, she must be inside the
keep, now all she had to do was find Saybela. The problem wasn’t
really finding the man. The problem would be trying to explain to
him, how she got in, and why she was there in the first place,
before they dragged her off to the dungeon. If she could talk fast
enough, maybe she could explain everything before he had time to
call for the guards.

She climbed a small flight of steps and pressed her
ear to the door. She couldn’t hear anything on the other side, so
she slowly opened it and stepped out into the hall. A welcoming
breeze came from somewhere as she brushed back her hair and
followed the familiar scent. It led her to a large room, a dining
hall of some description, if the rows of tables and chairs were any
indication. The room was as tall as it was wide and lined with
touches, a few of which remained lit, and even though she couldn’t
see the ceiling, she knew there were windows high among the rafter
for the night air to enter. The floor was of polished marble and
her boots echoed as she moved across the empty chamber. Ahead of
her was a raised dais with a single table and several very
impressive looking chairs lined up behind it. Could this be the
King’s dining hall, she wondered, but she didn’t wonder for long.
She caught movement out of the corner of her eye.

-Who are you?-

She turned slowly and found herself staring at a
rather old, but very large, dog. He stood nearly as tall as she did
with a coat of short, wiry hair and eyes of milky white.

-I may not be able to see you very well, but I know
I have not smelled you before.-

“No, sir, my name is Kile Veller.”

-Kile Veller.-

The dog said as if pondering the words
carefully.

-Your scent is… familiar. It reminds me of
something… I cannot remember.-

The old dog said before turning around and heading
back to the dark corner of the room.

“Is that all?” she asked.

-What more is there?-

He replied.

“I just broke into your home and all you ask for is
my name.”

-To tell you the truth, I was surprised to receive
even that.-

“But aren’t you supposed to be… well, you know…
guarding.”

-Guarding, guarding what?-

“This place, for starters.”

-Let the vir guard, my time for such foolishness is
ended. All I wish now is to sleep and smell the night air.-

Those final words carried with it a sense of calm so
deep and so final she knew what the old dog meant even if he didn’t
say it.

“I suppose you don’t get very many intruders inside
the castle at night, do you?”

-None that I can recall.-

He replied, laying down on an old blanket, set in
the corner for him.

“What is your name, sir, if I might ask?”

-The vir call me Tyler, so Tyler it is.-

He replied with a casual yawn, laying his head
down.

-So pup, why is it that you, and your rodent, have
decided to invade Windfoil.-

“Good question, I’m supposed to be looking for
someone, but I don’t know where to start, and I’m afraid if I do
find him, he’s more than likely to lock me away than to help
me.”

-And who is it that you seek who does not wish to be
found.-

“His name is Saybela, have you heard of him?”

-Saybela.-

Tyler raised his head slowly and looked to the
windows, which neither he nor Kile could see. He sniffed at the
night air.

-I’m afraid my memory isn’t what it used to be.-

The old dog replied.

-I do not recall anyone by the name of, Saybela, but
then, I don’t recall many of the vir titles. Perhaps there are
other’s in the castle who may be able to help you in your
search.-

“I’m afraid not too many people are going to be
willing to help me.” She said, sitting down beside Tyler. “If you
remember, I’m not supposed to be here.”

-No, this is true.-

She stroked the old dog, and he laid his head in her
lap.

“You’re dying… aren’t you?”

It may not have been the most tactful way of asking
the question, but it was the only way she could think of. She
learned a long time ago, from another old dog, the natural world
does not view death as the vir world does, they do not fear it, but
accept it.

-You are very astute, for a vir… but then, you are
not like other vir. I would even go as far as to say, you are not
wholly a vir but, something… different.-

“I’ve been told that most of my life,” she
replied.

-You are correct, though, my cycle is nearly over. I
no longer count the days nor the hours, only the minutes.-

“Aren’t you… afraid?”

-Fear? No, not really. For with the passing of that,
which is me, my body will feed new life and in many ways, I will
live on.-

“But to lay here, alone, in the dark…” she said,
staring up at the ceiling, wishing that she could see the stars
through the windows that were up there somewhere.

-But I am not alone, you are here. And at the end of
things, I am glad to have someone to speak with.-

“I’ll sit with you, for a while,” she said, stroking
the old dog’s head.

-I will not be alone for long, my master comes.-

Master? That was something she hadn’t considered,
but it did make sense. Somebody had to have set the old dog up in
the dining hall in the first place. She knew she couldn’t be here
when the dog’s master arrived, but on the other hand, she just
couldn’t bring herself to leave the dog alone in the dark.
Unfortunately she didn’t have to make that decision. Someone
entered the dining hall through the far doors.

“You all right, Tyler?” a man’s voice called
out.

The old dog’s tail began to wag.

“Sorry I was so long, I had to…” He never finished
his sentence as he stared at the redheaded girl who was now sitting
with his dog’s head resting in her lap.

“Hi,” Kile said with a slight wave, for lack of
anything else to say.

He was tall, slender, and fairly young with his hair
cut short and a neatly trimmed beard. She would even go as far as
to say he was good looking, but nothing beyond that. He stood,
watching her for a moment, dressed in an old tunic and pants,
carrying a bowl in his hands.

“I’m sorry, do I know you?” he asked before taking a
step closer.

“I don’t think so,” she replied a bit nervously.
This wasn’t exactly what she planned.

He set the bowl down in front of Tyler, who weakly
sniffed at the food.

“You look… familiar,” The man replied, and much to
Kile’s surprise, sat on the floor beside her and Tyler.

“Maybe you’ve seen me working around the castle,”
she replied.

“I suppose it’s possible,” The man said, still
studying her face, but she knew he didn’t believe her. “What is
your name?” he asked.

“My name?”

He laughed.

“You do have a name… don’t you?”

“Kile… Kile… Leary,” She said.

If Daniel ever heard she borrowed his family name,
she would never live it down.

“It’s nice to meet you, Kile. I suppose I don’t
really have to introduce myself,” He laughed, but she could tell he
was studying her reaction.

“Yes… yes of course.” She lied. She told him she
worked in the castle, even if he doubted her. To be able to walk
around the castle at night, he was probably the head of something,
maybe a butler or someone of importance. If she confessed she
didn’t know him, he would know she wasn’t supposed to be there. She
casually sniffed him when he wasn’t looking. The smell of roses,
soap and old books reminded her of a library. The fact he was
neatly groomed and his hands bore no marks of labor, meant he was
probably a scholar of some description.

“This is, Tyler.” He said, introducing the old dog,
although, Kile already knew his name. “I’m afraid he’s not as young
as he used to be, are you boy. He’s been a bit listless
lately.”

-He has not left my side for these past three
nights.-

The old dog replied, looking up at the man, and
within those words Kile felt compassion, the love of a dog for his
master.

“That’s why you’ve been sitting with him these past
nights.” She replied.

“Yes, how did you know?”

“I… must have seen you.”

“Not too many people walk around this part of the
keep at night,” he replied.

“Yes… well, you see… I was looking for someone.”

“Looking for someone?” the man asked. He didn’t seem
suspicious, only amused. “Who could you be looking for around
here?”

“A Mr. Saybela, I was told to… report to him for…
work.”

“Saybela, you were told to report to Mr.
Saybela.”

“Yes, sir.”

The look on the man’s face told her, she got it
wrong. It was too much to hope for.

“Elmer Saybela?”

“Yes,” she replied slowly.

“You do know that Elmer retired and moved away.”

“Retired! Moved away! When… where?”

Retired was better than dead, but moved away meant
he wasn’t in the castle anymore, which meant he wasn’t as safe as
she thought.

“I’d say, about… thirty years ago,” he laughed.

“Thirty years. Are you sure?”

“I should think so. It was right after the
trial.”

“What trial?”

“The trial of Prince Jonland’s assassin,” The man
replied, as if the entire incident should have been common
knowledge and it probably was to most people, but anything
involving the political hierarchy of the country was lost to people
in Riverport, or was it just lost on Kile. Besides, it wasn’t like
it was a current event. It was long before she was born.

“I’m afraid my knowledge of the royal family is…
rather limited. I probably should have paid more attention back at
the Academy.”

“I’m beginning to believe that,” the man laughed.
“But I can fill you in, if you’d like.”

That, at least confirmed he was some kind of
scholar, she thought, probably an apprentice or research assistant,
based on the shabby condition of his clothing.

“It would help, if it’s not too long,” she
replied.

“Well, there’s really not much to tell. Prince
Jonland Waltair III was the oldest son of King Jusen Waltair II and
was destined to become High King of Aru. That was until his
assassination, which was back in the spring of ‘54 on the eve of
Hobin’s day nearly thirty years ago. The assassin was caught the
next day. The trial was brief and the man was sentenced to life in
Blackmoore. Elmer Saybela was Prince Jonland’s and… Prince Roland’s
teacher, but after the death of Jonland, Elmer retired. The last I
heard he’s living on the south side of Azintar, Pickman’s square if
I’m not mistaken.”

“So, he’s in Azintar now,” she replied. “But, what
was that about Blackmoore?”

“Not the province, mind you, but the prison. There’s
an old prison located in the swamps of Blackmoore, it actually goes
by a few different names. You may have heard it referred to as
Blackwatch, Blackwater, Blackshadow, Raven’s Watch, but, most
people know it as Blackmoore.”

“Raven’s watch?”

“Oh yeah, I’ve only seen the place once, but I can
tell you it’s not a place you’d want to be locked up in. The thing
I remember most, were the ravens, flying around the watchtowers.
From what I was told, it was a common occurrence. That’s why it’s
often called Raven’s Watch.”

“Or Raven’s Shadow,” she replied.

“Yeah, I think it’s been called that, once or
twice.”

“Ravenshadow, now it’s beginning to make sense.”

“Sorry.”

“A bit too complicated to explain,” She said.

“Fair enough,” the man replied, looking down at his
dog. The dog gave a feeble wag of its tail before looking at the
young man.

“Take it easy boy,” he said with a reassuring hand
on Tyler’s head.

-Can you tell him, farewell from me, and that he
should not mourn for my passing.-

Tyler asked Kile.

“I can tell him, but I know from experience it’s
doesn’t help,” she said, cradling the dog’s head in her arms.

“I’m sorry,” he said, looking at her.

She took a deep breath, how was she going to talk
her way out of this one, she wondered.

“Tyler wanted me to bid you farewell, and told me,
to tell you, not to mourn for him.”

“How do you know this?” he asked. The look on his
face wasn’t as amused as it was a moment before, it was almost
troubling.

“He’s not afraid to die. They never are. They accept
death as a part of the cycle,” Kile explained. “With his death, new
life begins. It’s what he believes, so he’s not afraid to die. But
he thanks you for the kindness you’ve shown him these past years,
and he says to remember him, when you walk the white fields in the
summer.”

“How can you know this?” He asked, but what she told
him must have meant something to him. As he looked down at his dog,
he had to blink back the tears.

“But I shall miss him. I don’t want him to leave
me,” he said, barely above a whisper.

“He knows, and I can assure you, the feeling is
mutual,” she replied, now she was forced to blink back her own
tears, why did the sappy stuff always get to her.

“Thank you, Kile.”

Before she could say another word, the doors to the
far end of the dining hall opened again, and heavy boots hit the
floor. She got a strong scent of steel and leather, and knew one of
the guards was approaching. Slowly slipping out from under Tyler,
she gently laid his head down upon the pillow. The old dog looked
at her and knew something was wrong when she got to her feet. A man
dressed in the livery of the King approached.

“Sir, I was told you were in here, the men are
making another sweep of the grounds. So far they haven’t found…”
The guard stopped and pointed at Kile. “Her,” He shouted.

“Guards!” He bellowed, and his voice filled the
room, echoing off the walls and probably wakening everyone in a
quarter of a mile. She thought only her weapon’s master at the
Academy could yell that loud.

“I think that my queue to get out of here,” she
said, backing to the wall. “You still with me, Vesper?”

-Dogs come-

The yarrow warned from the safety of his pouch, but
she didn’t need his warning, she could hear the baying of the
hounds. The halls began to fill up with more men in heavy
boots.

The lone guard drew his weapon and the sound of
steel sliding from its sheath sent a chill down her spine. He
stepped between her and the man she was talking to. It was obvious,
he intended to protect the man and his dog from her, but he had
also managed to block her access to the kitchen, and her only means
of escape, unless she wanted to try running for the front door.

“By the order of the High King of Aru, you are under
arrest,” the guard shouted.

“This is not necessary,” the man yelled from behind
him as he got to his feet.

“She is wanted for crimes against the Crown, My
Lord,” The Guard replied, but he had no intention of waiting to see
if she was going to surrender, he attacked. She easily avoided the
stroke of his blade and recognized his stance as the clumsy
maneuvers they taught at the Academy. She was sure, she could
defeat this one guard, if she had to, but there were more coming.
She had no desire to harm an innocent man, especially when she was
trying to clear her own name.

The hounds were released at the front of the room
and quickly covered the ground between their handlers and Kile,
but, much to everyone’s surprise, they stopped short of actually
attacking. There was a momentary pause as all four dogs sat down in
the middle of the hall and stared at her.

-Watch out, pup.-

Tyler’s voice echoed in Kile’s head, and even though
she wasn’t looking, she could see through the words of the old dog,
the guard seized on her momentary distraction. She turned just in
time to see the flash of his blade and spun away from his attack,
but she wasn’t fast enough and felt the tip of his sword bite into
her arm. There was a deafening bark as one of the four hounds
charged, plowing into the lone guard, sending him sprawling across
the marble floor.

-Get out of here, pup.-

Tyler shouted, filling Kile’s head with a sense of
urgency.

She leapt over the fallen guard and sprinted to the
open door, which led back to the kitchen. When she exited the room,
two hounds were right behind her and more guards were coming in
through the dining hall doors.

“She went that way,”

She heard a guard yell.

“Are you alright your majesty?”

Another guard was asked the man, who she was
speaking with.

Kile stopped suddenly and turned around.

“That was the King?”

-Get down.-

She quickly fell to the ground as one of the large
hounds leapt over her, barreling into a guard who was coming come
up the other side of the hall, knocking the man back hard onto the
floor. Jumping to her feet, she maneuvered around him and ducked
back into the kitchen, slamming the door behind her and throwing
the deadbolt. She made for the back of the room and only just
pulled up the grate when she heard the something strike the kitchen
door.

-We leave now?-

Vesper asked.

“Yeah, I think it’s time to go,” she said, swinging
her legs down into the hold. She reached the first rung of the
ladder and pulled the grate shut.

She was only three rungs down when the door
shattered.

“Search the room, find her, she couldn’t have gone
far.”

Kile descended down to the refuse pile, crossed over
to the hole in the wall. Pulling herself through, she was gone.
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The wound wasn’t nearly as bad as it felt. She
cleaned it in a small stream and wrapped it in a clean cloth, or as
clean a cloth as she could find, before setting off to Azintar. The
day was already breaking when she reached Grim on the ridge, and
although she should have stopped to rest, she knew the guards would
be searching for her. Why were the guards looking for her? How did
they know she was going to be there? She didn’t even know she was
going to be there, until she actually arrived, but somehow, the
guards knew. Did somebody figure out the connection between Saybela
and the other men, or did they already know?

-You’ve been quiet.-

Grim remarked, plodding across the field. They were
moving in a southerly direction. The city of Azintar had to be
around here, somewhere.

“Sorry, I was just lost in thought,” she said,
shifting her weight on the pony. She laid crossed his back to stare
up at the sky. “All the pieces are starting to fall together, but
something is still missing.”

-And that would be?-

“If I knew what it was, it wouldn’t be missing.”

-Perhaps you are looking at it from the wrong point
of view.-

“What do you mean?”

-If you look at it through the eyes of this…
Ravenshade…-

“Ravenshadow... and that’s what I’ve been trying to
do. If Ravenshadow was the assassin, why would he be so caught up
in revenge? I mean, he was the one who was in the wrong. He can’t
very well blame everyone else for doing what they were supposed to
do.”

-Was he in the wrong?-

“Of course he was. He killed the prince, if that
wasn’t wrong, then what is?”

-But, this Ravenshadow didn’t say he wanted
revenge.-

“No, he didn’t. Did he?” she replied, sitting up.
“He said he wanted justice, but justice for what?”

-What does a vir know of justice anyway?-

“That still doesn’t explain why these five men. What
did these men have in common? Was it something to do with the
prince? If that were the case, why were they all in hiding? Could
Ravenshadow actually be innocent of the crime?”

It was not that far-fetched of an idea. She was
innocent of the crimes she was being hounded for, why not
Ravenshadow. Could these five men have conspired, somehow, to
arrest an innocent man?

No matter how many times she spun the pieces, no
matter how many times she put them together, the puzzle just didn’t
look like the box cover. Something was definitely off, and maybe it
was in Azintar.

She stopped Grim along the side of the road.

-What is the matter now?-

The pony grumbled.

“I was just thinking. We can’t enter Azintar.”

-And why not?-

“Well, to put it simply, you’re too well known
there.”

-Me.-

“Yes, you,” she said, sliding off his back. “Don’t
forget all the attention you drew last year at the Academy.”

-I was not the one who burned down the Great
Hall.-

“I did not burn down the Great Hall,” she shouted.
“That was an accident, and it wasn’t even me. It was Eric’s
doing.”

-If you say so.-

“And if I’m not mistaken, you did walk through the
stable wall.”

-That was to save your life.-

“And, what about chasing the horse master through
the dining hall, and up a tree, was that to save my life? Do you
think that went unnoticed?”

-He was an annoying little vir.-

“The point is, we both have a reputation, but I can
probably hide among the vir, you cannot hide among the other
horses. You stick out like a sore thumb.”

-And you don’t.-

Grim replied with a harsh snort.

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

-You smell like a compost heap.-

She had to admit, he was right. She hadn’t been able
to change or bath for some time now, and crawling through the
refuse pile, within Windfoil, didn’t help in the hygiene
department.

“Well… I can’t do much about that now, can I?” she
said. “We’re going to have to find a place for you to hide.”

-Fine, then once again, I shall wait around, while
you go and get yourself stabbed.-

“That wasn’t my fault,” she said, touching the
bandage on her arm. “And it’s not like I plan to get myself into a
situation like that again anyway.”

-Vir come.-

Vesper said from his place between Grim’s ears.

Kile quickly sniffed the air, but the mixture of
smells made it difficult to figure out who these vir were. All she
knew was, they were heading in her directions. Moving off the road
with Grim, she waited. It wasn’t until they got closer that she
heard singing. They definitely weren’t professional entertainers
with the noises they were making, banging on boxes and blowing
small horns. Their voices weren’t even in harmony and she wasn’t
even sure they were singing the same song, but they did sound like
they were having fun.

As the caravan came into view, she could tell by the
number of carriages, it had to be one of the merchant trains. Grim
must have stumbled upon the trade routes. The lead carriages were
known as round barrels. Large wagons, with round back, which were
often used as portable houses for long journeys. Following behind
them were a series of flatbed wagons carrying an assortment of
sacks, barrels and boxes. Wherever they were coming from, they
traveled a great distance.

When they got closer, she stepped out from the trees
and stood on the side of the road. She wasn’t sure what they would
do, whether they would pass her by without a second glance, or stop
to give aid. As it was, the driver of the lead carriage pulled his
team to a halt and with a simple wave of his hand, the entire train
slowly rolled to a stop.

“What do we have here?” he bellowed.

He was a loud, heavy set, jovial man with a round
face and a neatly trimmed white beard. His clothes were finely
tailored and had to be custom made to fit his girth so
perfectly.

“Excuse me, sir, I don’t mean to be of any trouble,”
Kile said, coming up beside the round barrel.

A rather plump woman stuck her head out of one of
the windows.

“What is it, dear, why have we stopped?” she
asked.

“I seemed to have found a stray,” the large man
laughed.

The plump old woman craned her neck around to see
what her husband was referring to. When her eyes fell on Kile, they
widened in surprised. At first, she thought she might have been
recognized by this woman and was about to make a hasty retreat back
into the forest, when the wagon began rocking. The back door
suddenly popped open and the plump old woman climbed out. Two men
from the second wagon also got down and followed the woman to where
Kile was standing. One of the men was rather young, stocky build
with honey brown hair and bore a striking resemblance to the large
man leading the craven, but it was the other man who Kile was leery
of. He was slightly older, slightly taller with an angular face and
long blonde hair that was tied back in a tail. He wore a sword at
his side and walked like a man who knew how to use it.

“Oh, you poor dear,” the plump woman exclaimed when
she got closer, drawing Kile’s attention away from the blonde
haired man. “Torin, go fetch Leeta”

“Yes, mum.” The younger of the two men said and
quickly dashed off to the second caravan.

“You come here, child,” the woman said, taking hold
of Kile’s hand gingerly and leading her to the back of the wagon.
She flipped down a small seat, or it could have been a step, and
directed her to sit.

“What is your name, child?” she asked.

Kile didn’t answer at first. She saw the green
signet ring on the blonde man’s hand and realized she may have just
made a terrible mistake. The idea of traveling with the caravan
into the city to avoid suspicion had crossed her mind. Merchant
caravans are governed by the Merchant’s Guild, and therefore, care
less and have little knowledge of the current events within the
cities. These people may not have recognized someone wanted by the
Crown, but the green signet ring was a clear sign, this man was not
a member of the Merchant’s Guild and was, in fact, a Member of the
Hunter’s Guild.

“I think she’s in shock,” the plump woman
remarked.

“What? Oh, sorry, no, I’m fine. My name is… Alisa,
Alisa Reaba,” she lied.

“What brings you out here, Mrs. Reaba?” The Hunter
asked.

She studied the Hunter for a moment. She had to be
careful. If he was a Hunter, and the ring identified him as one,
then he would know who and what she was. There was also the small
matter of his Edge. What was it? As far as she knew, there was no
Edge which allowed a Hunter to read the minds of another vir or,
detect lies, but then again, there wasn’t supposed to be an Edge
which allowed a Hunter to speak with animals, either.

“I was on my way to Azintar and I seemed to have
lost my way.”

“You travel rather light, for someone on the road.
Are you afoot?” The Hunter asked.

“No, my horse is in the wood, waiting for me,” she
replied.

“And where are coming out of?” the Hunter asked.

“That's enough, Robert, can’t you see the child is
hurt. You have to forgive Robert. He’s a Hunter and is overly
suspicious of anyone we meet.”

“One cannot be too careful, Mrs. Undack,” Robert
remarked.

“So you keep telling me, Robert, but I will not
badger a child out of paranoia.”

“I think she’s safe, Robert.” Mr. Undack laughed,
jumping down from his driver seat. The entire wagon rocked as it
was suddenly released from under the big man’s weight. Kile gripped
the sides of the seat, so as not to be thrown off. “She doesn’t
look as if she could cause much harm.”

“No, I suppose you’re right,” The Hunter remarked.
“Accept my apologies, Mrs. Reaba, I meant no ill by them.”

“No harm done,” Kile replied, although, she couldn’t
help but wonder how much the Hunter thought he knew.

The young man, named Tobin, arrived with an even
young girl in tow. She couldn’t be any older then fifteen, with her
long honey brown hair tied up in pig tails and her round smiling
face, so much like Mrs. Undack. She carried with her a small pouch
which she set down on the end of the carriage.

“May I look at your arm?” she asked, taking Kile’s
arm and slowly removing the bandages.

“This is my second eldest daughter, Leeta.” Mrs.
Undack said, placing a motherly arm on the girl. “Don’t you worry
now, she’s a trained healer, better than any of the doctor’s in
Littenbeck, she is.”

“Mother,” Leeta protested sharply.

“We should probably see about getting your horse,
Mrs. Reaba,” Mr. Undack remarked. “Come on Tobin, give me a
hand.”

“Yes, father.” The younger man said, rushing off
after the larger man.

Leeta cleaned the wound with an ointment which had a
rather strong, acidic smell to it. She quickly glanced over at
Robert, who was now pacing alongside of the road. Hunter’s never
liked to be kept waiting if they didn’t have to, time was
money.

“Mother, look at this.” Leeta whispered to Mrs.
Undack. The older woman came up behind her daughter and examined
Kile’s arm. “This is a sword wound,” the young girl said.

Kile looked at Mrs. Undack, who simply smiled.

“Looks like a simple cut to me, bind it, dear,” she
said calmly.

“Yes, mother.” Leeta replied. She spread another,
foul smelling, ointment on Kile’s arm and gently wrapped it with
some clean gauze she took from her pouch.

“I just discovered the funniest thing.” Mr. Undack
bellowed when he came out of the woods with his son in tow. “There
is a mountain pony in the woods with a rat sitting on his
head.”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Gunthor,” Mrs. Undack
replied.

“I’m quite serious,” Mr. Undack laughed. “Damndest
thing I ever saw. Ain’t that right, Tobin?”

“It’s true, mother, he’s just standing out there.
Shouldn’t get close to it though, mountain ponies have a bad
disposition.”

Kile looked at the Hunter, who was now looking at
her. Did he know about the girl who rode the mountain pony? She
fell into her Edge and calmly called to Grim. He heard, and was
coming.

“I’m afraid that’s my horse,” she said.

“Is it now?” The Hunter asked. He came back over to
her. “Not too many people ride mountain ponies.”

“I suppose not,” Kile replied.

“Well then, I should probably check on the other
wagons, let them know what’s going on.” The Hunter said. Much to
Kile’s surprise, he nodded to her and tapped his signet ring before
heading back down the train.

Leeta gasped and Mrs. Undack whispered something
under her breath, which sounded a lot like a prayer for protection
when the large, black, shaggy, eyesore emerged from the forest.
Grim walked passed Mr. Undack and Tobin to stand beside Kile.
Vesper leapt from the horse's head onto Kile’s head and then onto
her shoulder.

“My word,” was all Mrs. Undack said.

 


After a tepid bath in one of the wagons, Kile was
dressed in a rather comfortable, snug fitting, cotton tunic, and
pants. She sat with Mrs. Undack’s daughters in the third round
barrel wagon on the train line. She learned the first wagon
belonged to Mr. and Mrs. Undack, who ran the Undack Merchant Line
and traveled the trade routes between Baala and Aru for nearly
forty years. The second wagon was for the Undack’s oldest son
Tobin, and his wife Ester, and their four year old child, Mary. The
third belonged to the Undack’s daughters, of which there were
three, Magan, Leeta and Jennie. The fourth round barrel wagon was
for the Undack’s sons, Gilbert and Chriss. Following up the rear
were twelve flatbed carriages, carrying supplies from the east into
Aru, on their way to Azintar.

As the carriages started to roll, the drivers
started to sing the same, somewhat, nonsensical song Kile heard
earlier. Something about a fish traveling through the forest, that
was, if she understood the words correctly. She had to admit, the
driver of the round barrel wagon, she found herself in, had a
rather thick eastern accent and it was difficult to make out the
words. It also didn’t help that the Undack’s son, Gilbert, she
believed, rode with the eastern driver and was banging on a crudely
made drum to keep the beat.

She shared the wagon with only two of the Undack’s
daughters, Leeta and Jennie, who seemed more interested in playing
with Vesper than in badgering Kile with too many questions. The
eldest daughter, Magan, whose clothes Kile borrowed, rode on one of
the supple wagons. If the stories the two youngest Undack daughters
told her were true, it would appear Magan was smitten with one of
the easterners and was to be married upon their return to Baala.
Grim was tied off, with some difficulty, among the other horses
which were being brought to Azintar. None of them were mountain
ponies, so there was still a chance of that being a problem, but
for now it was out of her hands. She lay back on the small cot and
in spite of the rocking carriage, the banging drum and the strange
eastern song, or maybe it was because of them, she slowly fell into
a carefree sleep.

It wasn’t until a gentle hand nudged her awake that
Kile opened her eyes and found herself staring up into the face of
the kindly Mrs. Undack.

“Sorry to wake you, dear,” she said with a
sympathetic smile.

“Are we in Azintar?” Kile asked.

“No, not yet, we should reach it by tomorrow
morning, but it’s supper time and I figured you would be
hungry.”

It was funny how a simple word could affect one’s
appetite. She hadn’t realized she was hungry until Mrs. Undack
mentioned it.

Rolling out of the warm cot, she followed Mrs.
Undack out of the carriage. The air was damp but not uncomfortable
and a cold wind was blowing down from the mountains. The carriages
were lined up around a clearing on the side of the road, where a
large crackly fire now blazed, and the air was filled with the
aroma of food.

It would appear the Undack Merchant Line employed
quite a few people, besides their own family members. Men and women
moved about the fire, filling up their plates, drinking, talking,
and eating. It reminded Kile of her first winter’s feast back at
the Academy. Mrs. Undack led her to one of the smaller fires, where
a thin, dark featured woman was ladling out a hearty smelling stew.
She handed a bowl of it to Kile, who was reluctant to take it.

“Is everything alright?” the woman asked in a thick
eastern accent.

“Oh… no… it’s fine.” Kile replied, looking down at
the stew.

“I assure you, it’s edible.”

The loud booming voice of Mr. Undack almost made her
spill the stew when he came up behind her, probably seeking another
helping.

“Oh, I’m sure it is, it's just that… I’m a
vegetarian,” she heard herself say, and then silently scolded
herself.

What was it Master Folkstaff told her about
survival? The two biggest obstacles where complacence and the
desire for comfort, this was definitely the latter. One cannot
afford to turn down food because it doesn’t meet with one’s
expectations.

“But it's okay,” she quickly added.

Mr. Undack laughed. “Child, we are all vegetarians,
that is the way of the Toreen,” he said.

“The what?”

“The Toreen.” Mr. Undack repeated, guiding her off
to one of the benches which were set up around the fire. “We are
the Eastern Folk, not of Baala, not of Aru, but a nomadic people.
We are the children of the land and the wind.”

“So, you don’t actually have a… a home.”

“A Home, of course we have a home. Our home is where
the caravan stops. It is the only home I know. I have been
traveling all my life. In fact…” He paused and turned to look at
the round barrel wagons which lined the road. “See that wagon
there.” He said, pointing to the second one in line. “That was the
wagon I was born in. I spent most of my youth, in it. I met my
Helen on the caravan. We had our children in the very same wagon I
was born in. When my father passed away, some thirty odd years ago
now, I took over the caravan, and when my time comes, Tobin will
take over where I leave off.”

“I was born on a farm. Farming was the only thing I
knew,” Kile replied.

“That would be a difficult life, to be traveling
farmer,” Mr. Undack laughed. “But your family wasn’t always
farmers.”

“As far as I know they were,” Kile replied sampling
the stew. “My father was born and raised on the farm as was my
grandfather before him. The farm has been in the Veller family for
generations.”

“What about your mother, surely she was one of
us.”

“I don’t really know, my mother never spoke much of
her side of the family, but, why would you say that I was one of
you? I’ve never heard of the Toreen before.”

“Well, you might not be of Toreen blood, but you are
definitely Orceen.”

“Why? Why do you say that?” she asked, a little too
quickly.

“Birds of a feather, my child. The Toreen, the
Voseen and the Orceen have often traveled these lands
together.”

“But what happened to them? Who are they?” Kile
asked.

“I’m afraid that was even before my time,” Mr.
Undack laughed. “As far as I know the Voseen settled down in the
south, abandoning their nomadic way. As for the Orceen, they just
disappeared, probably headed back west, to where ever they came
from. The Toreen are the only ones who still travel the old roads,
but we are few in number these days, and I fear soon, none of the
nomadic tribes will be remembered.” Mr. Undack sighed and stared
into the fire, but then shook his head and smile. “May I be long
gone before then.” He laughed. “But these are happy times, and we
should not think of sad things.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Kile said, although happy
times might be too strong a phrase.

“Of course, I’m right,” Mr. Undack replied. “But I
should warn you, if you are to use a false name in your travels,
you should be more careful.”

“What do you mean?” She asked, trying to think of
what she said which might have given her away.

“You mentioned your farm remained in the Veller
family for generations, and seeing as you are not married, I must
assume your family name is Veller.”

“Please sir, not so loud,” she said, looking around
the clearing, but the people on the Undack Merchant Line neither
heard nor cared who she was.

“It is my belief, you are in trouble.” Mr. Undack
said, thankfully lowering his voice to just above a whisper.

“You might say that,” she replied. “I’m kind of…
wanted for something I didn’t do, and in order to clear my name I
have to get into Azintar and find a man by the name of Saybela, if
he’s still alive, that is.”

She wasn’t sure why she was telling him this. It
could be his jovial face, or the fact he and his family were so
kind to her for no reason she could think of. To pick up someone on
the side of the road, and make them feel so at home was a rare
quality in this day and age, but for whatever reason, she did tell
him. Now she hoped she didn’t misjudge him.

“I see,” Mr. Undack replied, rubbing his chin. “Then
we will have to get you into the city without too much fuss, but
until then, eat and be welcome.”

He did a sort of salute, before leaving, something
with his hands, which she didn’t quite catch. It must be a regional
thing, she thought. Whatever he was planning now, it was out of her
control. She turned back to the fire and continued eating stew. It
wasn’t long before something crawled up her legs and made itself at
home on her lap.

“And where have you been?” she asked the yarrow.

-Fun with vir.-

Vesper replied and Kile was shown a vision of the
yarrow ridding with Leeta, visiting the other wagons. At least
someone was making friends, she thought. Kile looked around at the
other people. Even here, she was an outsider. Even here, she still
felt she didn’t belong.

The eating gave way to singing, and the singing lead
to dancing, and Kile made herself scarce. If they did this every
time they stopped for a meal, it was a wonder they ever got
anyplace on time. She headed back to the round barrel carriage.

“Not much for the festivities?”

The Hunter was leaning up against the door to her
carriage.

“I guess I’m still a little tired,” she answered
cautiously.

“I’m not surprised. You’ve been running for quite
some time,” the Hunter replied, pushing himself away from the
carriage. “I haven’t had a chance to introduce myself correctly. I
am Certified Level Three Hunter, Robert Swait, at your service.” He
said, extending a hand to Kile. She hesitated before accepting
it.

“I am…”

“I know who you are. I have to admit I wasn’t one
hundred percent sure, at first, but I think the horse gave you
away.”

“I was afraid he would,” she replied, dropping all
pretext. “Now what?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I’m being honest with you. The least you could do
is to be honest with me,” she said.

“You do realize, if I bring you in now, I’m almost
guaranteed a Second Level Certification.”

“And?”

“The problem is, then I would be working for the
Sons of Terrabin, and I won’t play that game. Of course, if I
actually thought you were guilty of half the thing they accused you
of, I wouldn’t hesitate to take you back to Littenbeck.”

“So, you think I’m innocent.”

“Innocent is such a subjective word, who is truly
innocent these days.” The Hunter said, stepping past her. “I don’t
suppose I’ll be seeing you again any time soon. Good luck.”

She watched the man go, and a slight glimmer of
hope, stirred within her. Could there really be members of the
Hunter’s Guild who didn’t want to see her go, that are still, in
their own way, fighting the Sons of Terrabin. She opened the door
to the carriage and climbed in.

 


It wasn’t long before the carriages were on their
way again and with each bumping, rocking, minute, they were getting
closer to Azintar. How close was Erin? How much did she know now?
She had Tally’s book, and she must have started to put the pieces
together. Was she having better luck with it than Kile, or did she
abandon the puzzle for her duties? Kile felt Saybela may be her
last chance to clear her name, and yet she still didn’t know if he
was dead or alive.

The door to the carriage opened suddenly, startling
her from her thoughts. Leeta climbed in first, followed by Megan,
who closed the door behind her.

“We are just outside the walls of Azintar.” Megan
told her in a hushed whisper and started to rummage through her
clothes. “Father says you are to stay in here, no matter what.”

“They don’t normally look in the round barrels.”
Leeta said as she leaned out the window to get a better look at
what was happing at the gate.

“Who doesn’t, what’s going on?” Kile asked.

“Tobin just returned and informed father that the
city guards are on high alert, they are looking for you.” Megan
replied.

“For me?”

“The rumored is, you broke into Waltair Castle and
tried to assassinate the High King.” She explained.

“You failed, obviously.” Leeta added.

“But I didn’t… I mean, I did break in, but I didn’t
assassinate anyone or even try to assassinate anyone.”

“Of course you didn’t” Magan replied calmly. She
pulled a long blue and green gown from one of the trunks. “I would
be a fine Toreen if I couldn’t tell the difference between truth
and lies. Now, put this on quickly.” She said, handing the gown to
Kile.

She moved over to the other side of the carriage
and, pulling out a small wooden box, began to rummage through it.
She found what she was looking for in a blue bottle. Popping open
the lid, Magan scooped out a thick brown sludge, which she then
proceeded to plaster onto Kile face.

“The city guards don’t have much say over merchant
caravans.” Leeta explained, covering her own head with a pale
orange scarf. “It will be the Merchant Guild’s guards you have to
worry about, but seeing as you haven’t committed any crimes against
them, they aren’t likely to get involved.

“I haven’t committed any crimes against anyone.”
Kile replied, although that wasn’t quite true.

“But if the Merchant Guild gets a request from the
Crown, then they may detain you for the city guard or the Hunter’s
Guild,” Magan added. She leaned back and looked at the brown makeup
on Kile’s face. “That’ll have to do,” she said, closing the blue
bottle and tossing it back into the wooden box.

“Wonderful and they think I tried to assassinate the
King,” Kile said, lacing up the front of her gown.

“Yes, that may be a problem,” Magan replied.

The carriages began to roll again, but soon stopped
and the sounds of people talking could be heard just outside the
window. Leeta poked her head out for another look.

“They’ve just finished with Mom and Dad’s wagon and
are starting on Tobin’s,” she said. “They don’t look as if they are
very committed.”

“They never are,” Magan added, pulling another scarf
out of the trunk and tying it around Kile’s head, she made sure to
tuck in the strands of red hair.

“Hello,” Leeta called out in her sweetest voice. She
pulled her head back in. “Here we go,” she laughed.

Kile reached under the cot and felt the worn wooden
handle of her Lann, Magan touched her arm.

“Trust me, say nothing,” she told her. She took a
second scarf and wrapped it around Kile’s face, so only her eyes
were showing.

The carriage door opened.

“Do you mind?” Magan snapped at the guard.
“Gentlemen usually knock before entering a ladies room.”

The sudden change in Magan’s character startled even
Kile. She went from the otherwise calm, carefree girl to something
bordering a harpy.

“M...my apologies, ma’am,” the guard stammered,
taking a step back.

“How crude these people of Azintar are.” Magan
mumbled and continued to fix Kile’s scarf. When she finished, she
turned on the guard with a look that would have made a valrik run
for cover. “So, what is it? What do you want?” She demanded.

“We… we are looking for a fugitive.”

“And, well, do you see one?” She asked, looking
around the carriage.

“Well, no, ma’am,” The guard replied.

“Then there isn’t any need to bother us.” Megan said
and dismissed the guard with a wave of her hand.

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple. If you could
remove your scarf miss…”

“Her what!” Magan shouted, nearly lunging at the
man. The guard stumbled backwards. “You dare ask a Toreen to remove
her begal on her wedding day.”

“Well, yes, ma’am… I… I mean no ma’am. It’
just…”

“It’s just? It's just what?” She shouted. “You are
not her husband sir, and only he may see me without her begal.”

“But, the fugitive.”

“Again with the fugitive,” Magan shouted, throwing
up her hand in exasperation. “Who is this fugitive?” she
demanded.

“She goes by the name of Kile Veller, and is wanted
for crimes against the Crown, the Tower and her own Guild,” the
guard explained.

“And what Guild would that be?”

“The Hunter’s Guild.”

“Then ask a Hunter where she is, how should we know?
Honestly, such foolish questions. Do I look like the type of person
who would consort with Hunters? I only know of one Hunter and
that’s the young man who has been traveling with the caravan. If
your fugitive was here, he would know, wouldn’t he?”

“We asked, and he claims not to have seen her.”

“So, what’s the problem?”

“We have reason to believe she will try to enter
Azintar.”

“For what?”

“We’re not quite sure, ma’am.”

“Then isn’t it more likely, this fugitive will not
enter Azintar, since you already know she will, I mean, only a fool
would enter a place they know is being watched.”

“Well… yes, I suppose...”

“Well, there you go. Now, if you please, I must help
my sister prepare for her wedding.”

The guard fumbled with the clipboard he had been
holding.

“Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry to have troubled you, ma’am.”
He said, closing the door. Magan collapsed on the cot.

“You were wonderful.” Leeta laughed.

“Thank you, thank you.” Magan replied, taking a
bow.

“I can’t believe he fell for that.” Kile remarked,
shaking her head.

“You would be surprised at the number of people who
fear the Toreen. Many believe we weave spells and tell fortunes.
It’s all nonsense, but, there you go.”

“I don’t know how I can thank you or your
family.”

“Oh, there’s no need too. What are sisters for?”
Magan smiled.

The carriage bumbled along again and the noise
outside grew louder. Kile could see, through the open window, they
were passing beneath the gates of Azintar and were now in the outer
city. They rolled on a little further before coming to a stop once
again.

“This would be the vetta,” Magan told her. “We
should be safe here, for a while.”

“The vetta, what’s that?” Kile asked.

“It’s a place just inside the first walls of
Azintar, where the carriages wait to be searched by the Merchant’s
Guild.”

“Searched? Searched for what?”

“Don’t worry,” Leeta replied. “They don’t usually
look for people, only contraband.”

“According to the Merchant’s Guild, certain goods
can only be transported by certain caravans, and only sold by
certain merchants. It allows them to regulate the prices. If too
many merchants sell the same things, it drives down the prices and
the Guild loses its share of the profits.”

“It sounds complicated,” Kile said.

Magan laughed. “Not if you lived with it long
enough. Hang around a few seasons, and you’ll get the gist of
it.”

“Sorry, but I don’t think I’d want to. What if they
find something they’re not supposed to?”

“If they find illegal goods in the caravan, the
caravan line can have their certification pulled.” Leeta
explained.

Kile hoped she wasn’t considered, illegal goods. She
would hate to think she caused the end of the Undack Merchant
Line.

“I wouldn’t worry.” Magan added. “They…”

But she never finished that thought. A knock on the
carriage door stopped her. The two sisters exchanged a look.

“Who is it?” Leeta asked.

“It’s me, open up.”

Magan quickly pushed open the door, and Robert Swait
leaned in.

“Come on, we have to go.” He said, not quite looking
at the girls, but over his shoulder.

“Why? What’s the matter? What is it?” Magan
asked.

“Is it the Guild?” Leeta asked.

“That would depend on which Guild you mean.” Robert
replied, still looking over his shoulder. “Something’s happened,
but I’m not sure what. It would appear the Merchant’s Guild is no
longer looking for Kile.”

“I don’t understand.” Kile said, pulling off the
gown. She grabbed her belt pouch and fastened it one, Vesper
quickly climbed in.

“From what I’ve learned, up until three days ago,
the Merchant Guild was requested by the Crown to search all wagons
coming into and out of Azintar. Now it would appear they have
abandoned the search.”

“By why would they do that?” She asked.

“I don’t know.” Robert replied.

“Then, if they’re not looking for me, what’s the
rush.”

“The Merchant’s Guild may have stopped looking for
you, but he Hunter’s Guild hasn’t, and the entire House is on its
way here, as we speak.”

“I’ve got to say goodbye to Mr. and Mrs. Undack,”
Kile said.

“There’s no time for that,” Robert replied.

“I don’t understand.”

“You were assigned to one of the border houses,
weren’t you?”

“And if I was?”

“How many Hunters are assigned to your house? Three?
Four?”

“Just three, including me,” Kile replied, which
wasn’t exactly true, since her Hunter’s Certificate was revoked.
She was no longer a Hunter and therefore, no longer assigned to any
house.

“The Guild House in Azintar holds forty three
Hunters. I’m not sure how many are still in the city, but I can
safely say, it’s more than three.”

Forty three Hunters heading her way, searching for
her, those were odds, she wasn’t willing to take. How much damage
could that many Hunters with that many Edges do to the caravans in
the vetta?

“Say goodbye to your parents for me,” Kile said as
she grabbed Megan’s hand. “Tell them thanks for everything.”

“I will, just get going,” Megan replied.

She quickly followed Robert across the vetta to
where the horses were tied. It was hard keeping up with his long
strides as she ran alongside him.

“Why are you helping me?” She asked, hoping he was
helping her and not leading her into a trap. That was always a
possibility.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t know. I could lose
my Certificate, be busted down to a level four for giving aid to a
wanted bounty, and that’s if I’m lucky.”

“Then go.” She said, suddenly stopping.

Robert turned. “What?”

“Go, I don’t want to get you, or anyone else, into
any more trouble than I’ve already have. If they see you with me,
you’re as good as finished in the Guild, and since you’ve been
assigned to the caravan, that will link me to the Undacks. I’ve
caused them enough problems.”

Robert looked at the horses, then, back at the
caravan. It was true. If he was found aiding her, if he was even
seen with her, he would lose more than just his certificate. He
turned to Kile, but said nothing.

“You’ve helped me enough, but if they find you
missing or even suspect that I was on that caravan.”

“Your horse was set off from the others, he’s safe.
I don’t think anyone recognized him, but they will, if you go
riding him through town.”

“Then he’ll have to stay there until I’m finished. I
need to find Pickman’s square.”

“Pickman’s square, that’s the seedier side of
Azintar on the western end.” Robert replied “You’re going to have
to cross the aqueduct, Head north from here until you reach
Sandson’s Park. Head west and take Reed’s bridge, on the other side
of the bridge you’ll see the old Thayan church, that marks the
outer edge of Pickman’s square. It’s not a very safe place to
be.”

“There are no safe places for me at the moment.”
Kile replied.

“Keep your guard up and watch your back, and take
this,” he said, grabbing Kile’s hand and placing his Hunter’s ring
on her finger.

“Does this mean we’re engaged?” she asked with a
nervous laugh.

“There are some who still respect the old ways. A
Hunter shall never harm a Hunter.”

“But I’m not a Hunter anymore, and I doubt I will
ever be.”

“I’ve seen stranger things happen, now get out of
her while you still can.”

She thanked Robert and made for the back alley, it
would not do for her to run into forty some odd Hunters by taking
the main road.
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With all the Hunters of Azintar, racing to the
vetta, there was little chance of Kile running into any of them,
and with all the people who naturally inhabited the great city she
easily disappeared among the populous.

Azintar was by far, one of the greatest, and oldest,
cities of Aru, if not the strangest. The entire city was built upon
the side of a rather steep hill as a series of steps or platforms.
The eastern gate, which housed the Merchant Guild, the vetta, and
most of the government structures, was set high over the city
proper on the highest tier. When one descended into the lower
levels, the status of the inhabitant also decreased. There were
stairs and tunnels, roads and bridges all twisting and turning with
no rhyme or reason. There were at least a dozen ways to get to some
places and no conceivable way to get to others. It was as if the
entire city was built upon its own back, and it was slowly
breaking.

Finding Pickman’s square wasn’t difficult. Robert’s
directions were accurate as was his description. Pickman’s square
was by far the seedier part of the city with streets filled with
trash and other floating debris Kile didn’t want to think about.
The buildings stood neglected, their windows and doors boarded up,
a home only for the rats. Even the people, who were unfortunate
enough to live down here, appeared abandoned.

She picked her way carefully thought the streets.
Finding Saybela wasn’t going to be easy. She had no idea where to
look or even who to ask and felt as if she was just wandering
aimlessly about the square, until she smelled jasmine. It was the
same sweetness she smelled back at the Tally house, beneath the
overpowering stench of burnt wood, but it was no more than a slight
scent carried along on a stray breeze. She dismissed it, but here,
in this dreadful section of the city, the smell was so out of place
it was like a beacon and she was forced to follow it.

Like a dog with a scent, she tracked the stray smell
of jasmine through the back streets and byways of Pickman’s square,
to a lonely looking two story house which sat a little crooked on
its lot. It looked, much like every other house, to be deserted,
save for a single candle lit in an upstairs window. She tried the
door, and, much to her surprised, found it to be unlocked.

“What do you think Vesper, should we go in?”

-Don’t like.-

“Me neither, but it doesn’t look as if we have much
of a choice.”

The interior belied the exterior as it was furnished
in a very comfortable styling which did not fit with its location.
It felt and smelled more like a library than the abandoned building
it appeared to be. There was carpeting on the floor and shelves of
books lining the walls with scrolls and papers laid out neatly on
the tables. The furniture was of a higher quality than she expected
to see, polished burl wood with brass accents was not something
common to the lower levels of Azintar. She entered slowly, closing
the door behind her, cutting off the sounds and the odors from the
street.

With nothing to distract her, she sniffed the air
and tried to dissect the different smells. There was the scent of
old paper, which was to be expected, mold, burnt stew, an acidic
substance she couldn’t identify and then there was the ever
lingering smell of jasmine. It was the strongest odor in the house,
so strong, in fact, she drew her weapon, spun around and dropped
into a defensive stance as the sword struck from the shadows. It
was not just any sword. She would recognize the blade anywhere, the
long, slim edge, and the worn cherry wood handle. She had been
attacked with her own weapon. She easily deflected the blade and
jumped back to get a better grasp of the situation.

“It would appear I underestimated you, but then, I
guess, I wasn’t the only one,” her attacker said as she stepped
from the shadows.

She was older than Kile, a little taller, but of the
same statue with the same red hair, dressed in her Hunter greens
and wielding Kile’s missing Lann. She moved silently as she
circled, almost as if she was floating across the floor rather than
actually having to walk.

“Who are you?” Kile asked, readjusting her grip on
her blade.

“I’m you, or haven’t you figured that out,” the
woman replied.

“That’s what you want people to believe, but why?
Why are you doing this? Why me?”

“So many questions,” she laughed, and it was a
melodic laugher, but not a very warm one.

“And I assume you don’t plan to answer any of them,”
Kile replied

“It’s nothing personal, my dear. It’s just a job.
You know how it goes. You get an assignment, you see it through and
you get paid.”

“Yeah, but you’re not a Hunter.”

“Same concept, different Guild,” she said, with a
wave of her hand.

“You’re an assassin.”

“If you already know the answers, why are you asking
the questions? But you are correct. I am Cerys Samare of the
Assassin’s Guild, but most just call me Scarlet.”

“Scarlet? How original. So, why tell me your
name.”

“Because there’s nothing you can do about it.”
Scarlet laughed. “I’m almost finished with my list and you still
have no idea what’s going on. By the time you do figure it out, if
you figure it out, your own Guild will have put an end to you. So,
if you’ll excuse me, the sooner I get this done, the sooner I get
paid,” she said, moving towards the stairs.

“You know I can’t let you leave.”

“I know you’ll try to stop me, if that’s what you
mean.”

Kile lunged forward with her blade coming in low,
catching the assassin off guard, forcing her to jump back. Scarlet
knocked the blade aside and countered, but it was clear she wasn't
used to handling a Lann. Kile spun into the assassin’s weak attack,
and, grabbing Scarlet’s wrist with her free hand, threw the woman
off balance. The blade fell to the floor. She followed up by
slicing across her body. It should have been a fatal strike, but
there was nothing to hit. The assassin was already on the other
side of the room. Kile retrieved the second Lann from the floor,
and, for the first time in a long time, she felt more in
control.

“Very good,” Scarlet said, rubbing her wrist. “But
you can keep your weapons, they are of no more use to me, although,
I can’t fathom why you would want them.”

“Let’s just say they have sentimental value,” Kile
replied.

“Let’s see how well you can use them.” Scarlet
remarked, and slowly drew her own weapon.

It was a long, thin blade, nearly three feet in
length and when she lunged, it whistled when cut through the air.
Kile was forced to leap back, bringing both blades down to block
the attack, but Scarlet was faster. The blade moved under her
defenses and nicked the inside of Kile’s right arm. Before she
could even think to counter, the whistling blade struck again, this
time cutting a line across Kile’s left leg. The wound wasn’t deep,
no more than a scratch, but it burned so hot she had to force
herself to remain focused. She tried to push the pain from her
mind, but as she pressed her next attack, her leg gave out from
under her and she fell to her knees. Her right arm wasn’t
cooperating either. She could no longer feel the sword in her hand,
probably because she already dropped it, although, she didn’t feel
that either. It was clear, at this point, something was definitely
wrong. The room was starting to spin as Kile fell to the floor, she
could hear the assassin laughing.

“You should consider yourself lucky, that was meant
for another Hunter,” Scarlet said. She set one of the fallen chairs
upright, and took a seat directly in front of Kile. “The poison of
a Bari serpent is not easy to come by. There’s no use fighting it.
The poison is now working its way through your system, you’ll be
dead soon enough. A pity really, what with two more targets to go
and no one to pin them on. But I suppose, you served your purpose.”
She laughed.

Kile could feel the numbness spreading through her
body. She tried to speak, but either the words weren’t coming, or
her mouth was no longer working. All she could do was make a
guttural noise, which reminded her of her former uhyre prison
guard.

“This is not in the scope of the original
agreement,” Scarlet said, shaking her head and looking down at
Kile. “This really is just a waste of resources. Do you know how
expensive it is to refine poisons? Not to mention the difficulties
in just procuring the ingredients. Do you know how hard it is to
find a Bari serpent?”

Kile felt the room spinning away from her as her
eyes began to lose their focus. Everything was in hues of gray and
growing dimmer until there was nothing but darkness. She was
falling, but she didn’t fall far. The darkness reached out to her
with black strands of sticky molasses and embraced her.

“I don’t know what he actually planned for you. I
suppose, he intended to do away with you in the end, if the
Hunter’s Guild didn’t do it for him. Although his, so called,
justice, was more important than you were. You were just a means to
an end for him. I don’t suppose he’d mind too much, that I finished
the job ahead of schedule.”

This was the Maligar, Kile realized, and it came
from the dark place deep inside her. It filled her with an
all-consuming fire of golden yellow, burning her and leaving
nothing but an empty unsatisfied hunger. She could taste the sweat,
she could smell the blood, she could hear the beating of a vir’s
heart, and she laughed.

“If I can’t get him to pony up the extra coin, then
maybe I’ll drag your body to the Hunter’s Guild, there’s a pretty
fair bounty on your head, although, that may be a little
tricky.”

Kile opened her eyes and stared up at the vir who
appeared to be preoccupied. She slowly pulled her legs up under her
and her muscles tensed as she waited. The vir looked away. It was
only for a moment, but it was enough. She sprang, lunging for the
throat. Scarlet turned back just in time to get her hands up before
the Kile slammed into her, sending them both over the back of the
chair. Kile rolled to her feet and lunged again before Scarlet even
knew what happened. The assassin drew her sword, but not before the
Hunter got under her defenses, her fingers gripping her throat,
once again. They toppled over backwards and Scarlet managed to get
a boot up between them, kicking Kile off her as she staggered to
her feet.

“What are you?” She asked, trying to catch her
breath.

Kile laughed and without warning, she attacked. This
time Scarlet fell back to the wall, easily passed through the solid
stone, Kile hit it face first and dropped to the ground.

 


-Kile alright?-

The sound of Vesper’s pleading voice brought her
back to her senses, but did nothing to alleviate her headache.

“What happen?” She asked, trying to sit up. The
taste of blood was still in her mouth. She felt her nose, yep, it
felt broken. She tilted back her head and pinched the bridge to
stem the flow of blood.

-Kile hit wall.-

“I did what?”

-Kile face first into wall. Red lady pass through
wall, but Kile didn’t.-

She looked around to find Vesper sitting on a table,
some distance away, the yarrow seemed agitated.

“What’s the matter Vesper, what happened?”

-Kile… not Kile.-

Vesper said and within those words, she saw the
events transpire from the yarrow’s point of view. She couldn’t
blame him for putting as much distance between them. She would have
done the same thing. Where did that wild animal come from? What had
she become? Was this what her brother saw that night? If it was,
she could blame him, or Jenny, for being frightened. Whatever
happened, she couldn’t remember any of it after the poison took
effect.

-Kile is Kile now?-

Vesper asked as he started to get closer.

“Yes, Kile is Kile,” She replied, releasing the
pinch on her nose. It appeared bleeding stopped, which meant she
probably didn’t break it after all.

Vesper came from across the room to run up her arm
and sit on her shoulder.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

-Worried.-

The yarrow replied.

She scratched his head and carefully to her feet.
The first thing she checked was the wall. It was a very ordinary,
very hard, stone wall. The assassin couldn’t have gone out that
way, unless she passed through a solid wall. Do assassins have
knowledge in the mystic arts, the same way Hunters do? It was
something she hadn’t considered, but it made sense.

She looked around the room again. They made quite a
mess of the place. Broken furniture, scattered paper, it was going
to take the owner some time to reorganize everything.

“Saybela,” She exclaimed, running up the stairs. She
almost forgot the reason she was in his house. Did she beat the
assassin to her quarry, or was she too late?

The upstairs hallway was dark. The only light came
from a door at the end of the hall. Kile approached slowly, it
wouldn’t do to run into the assassin again, so soon after
recovering from her first encounter. She opened the door to a small
bedroom with a white canopy bed, a stone fireplace, a single
flickering candle on an otherwise bare table.

“Come… back to finish… the… job.”

Turning, Kile saw a man sitting in a darkened
corner. He was old and thin, a narrow face which looked under
nourished. His clothes were as old as he was. Thread bared and
tattered, fraying at the sleeves.

“Mr. Saybela?” She asked, slowly approaching.

“You’re not… her,” he whispered and each word
sounded as if it was an effort to speak.

“No, my name is Kile Veller,” she said, kneeling
down beside him. “Let me help you.”

“Too late,” The old man replied. “I was… able to
slow it… but not stop it. She did not think I was learned… in the
old poisons.”

“Let me find someone who can help.” Kile said,
although, she really wouldn’t know where to look for someone with
knowledge of poisons, not to mention the fact, he would probably be
dead long before she got back. If Daniel was here, he could help,
but then, Daniel was helping the Hunters track her.

“I will be dead soon,” Saybela replied. “I finally
paid for my sins.”

“Your sins? What sins, sir? What is this all about?
Who is Ravenshadow?”

“Ravenshadow,” The old man laughed, which lead to a
fit of coughing. “Is that what he’s calling himself?”

“You know of him, then?” she asked.

“Yes… I knew him… He was my student, after all.”

 


“Windfoil,” Folkstaff announced when they rode up
the road to a rather impressive old castle high up on the hill.

“I’ve never heard that name before,” Daniel
remarked, staring up at the walls. At the moment, he was feeling
incredibly small.

“Seldom used, but by the old,” Folkstaff replied.
“In the days of lore, it was believed the walls, upon this hill,
were so tall, they divided the northern winds, forcing them to blow
both east and west, thus earning it the title of ‘wind’s foil’. Its
original purpose was to protect the southern provinces from the men
of the north and to serve as a seat for the High Kings. Now, it is
no more than a summer home to them, as they have moved the court to
the city of Azintar.”

“Never talk history around Folkstaff, unless you
want a very long, drawn out, detailed lesson,” Erin said pushing
passed them. She made her way to the gates. Grey said nothing, and
followed up the rear.

The front gates were open and they passed under the
arch where they were met by castle guards, dressed in the King’s
colors.

“What business do you have here?” One of the guards
asked. He was a tall, broad man, with graying hair and leathery
face. He was also the only guard without a helmet, which meant, he
was probably the one in charge. Erin dismounted.

“The name is Erin Silvia of the Hunter’s Guild, I
have been tracking someone for several days now and I believe she
may be on her way here.”

“Here and gone,” The captain replied, and he didn’t
look too pleased about it. He turned to the young man on his left
and whispered something behind his hand. The guard nodded and
started off towards the inner gate. The captain turned his
attention back to the Hunters.

“The one you seek was here, two nights past. She
spoke with the High King and then left.”

“She spoke with the King?” Daniel exclaimed, sliding
off his horse.

“What did they talk about? What did they say?” Erin
asked.

“That is not for me to know,” the captain replied
and waited until the young guard returned. They exchanged a glance,
nothing was said, and the young man returned to his post.

“His majesty is expecting you,” The captain said.
“Please, follow me.”

“Interesting,” Folkstaff replied, looking at Erin.
“Odd we should be expected, since we were not expecting to be
here.”

“Odd or not, I’m starting to get used to it,” Erin
remarked. She handed Elemsia’s reins to one of the guards before
following the captain through the inner gate.

They didn’t go up to the main keep, but took a side
path through the grounds and eventually arrived in a small garden,
surrounded by a variety flowers and trees. A stone bench sat in the
center and upon it sat a man, who seemed to be preoccupied. He was
tall, slim, with a neatly trimmed beard, wearing an old tunic and
was staring down at something he held in his hands. He only looked
up when the guard made his announcement.

“Your majesty, they are here.”

“See that Denir is brought here, then leave us,” the
King commanded.

The guard appeared reluctant. He examined each the
Hunters carefully as if committing their faces to memory, should
they do anything to warrant their arrest. Only when he satisfied
his inner suspicions, did he turn and leave.

“Please, be seated.” The King said, waving at the
stone benches that sounded him.

“Your majesty…” Erin began, but was stopped when he
held up his hand.

“Roland,” He said, setting, what looked like a dog’s
color, on the bench beside him. “I’m not in the mood for
formalities today.”

“Roland.” Erin corrected herself. It just didn’t
feel right, to be calling the High King of Aru by his first
name.

“Let me help you out. I know why you are here. I
figured you’d show up, eventually.”

“You know why we’re here, Your Majesty?” Folkstaff
asked.

“You are after one Kile Veller, are you not?”

“Then she was here?” Grey shouted, probably too
loud, as a few of the guards, on the wall, made gestures they would
shoot him if he did it again. “Are you alright your majesty, did
she harm you? I cannot believe she would attempt an assassination
of the High King.”

Roland looked at Grey. The look on his face easy to
read, he thought the man a simpleton. “If you think that, then we
are not speaking of the same person,” he said.

“She is a fugitive, Your Majesty,” Grey explained.
“She is wanted by the Guild, by the Tower and by the Crown.”

“She is no longer wanted by the Crown,” Roland said,
holding his hand up to stop Grey protesting. “I have since revoked
that, as of yesterday.”

“But, Your Majesty, you can’t be serious,” Grey
exclaimed.

“I am,” Roland replied. “The girl I met last night
would not harm me, nor do I think she would harm anyone.”

“Perhaps she didn’t have the opportunity,”

“Oh, she had the opportunity, instead, she sat with
me and my dog through the night, at least until the guards came,
only then did she leave.”

“Your dog?” Daniel asked, looking around.

“Tyler. He passed away yesterday morning.” Roland
said, and placed a hand upon the collar which sat on the bench
beside him. “I was grateful she was here that night. She helped me
understand a few things.”

“That sounds more like the Kile Veller I know,”
Daniel added.

“You can’t be serious.” Grey said, rolling his
eyes.

Roland looked at the Hunter. He had taken an instant
dislike to this man.

“If you would excuse my honesty, it is my belief the
Hunter’s Guild has acted rashly on the persecution of one of their
own. Only through their evidence, did I believe their case was
valid. I see now, this was more a game of political opportunity
than a need to see justice served, and I will not be a pawn on
someone else’s board.”

“You presume much, sir.” Grey remarked rather
harshly, and then thought better of challenging the High King in
his court.

“Please, your majesty, if you could tell us what
happened. How did she get in to see you and how did she out? What
did she come for? What happened that night?” Erin asked.

“How she entered Windfoil and how she left it, we
still do not know, though I wish we did. It is rather unsettling to
have someone come and go with such ease, as to what happened that
night… what those dogs did, it amazed even me.” He said with a hint
of a smile, but then shook his head. “But now is not the time. You
came here seeking answers, and I have found someone with those
answers.”

Two guards arrived escorting a tall, slender, older
man. He looked bent and broken with his head cast down and wouldn’t
even look at Roland.

“This is Samuel Denir, up until yesterday he was my
advisor,” Roland said, staring at the man. “After Kile left, I
questioned him and he has told me a story I think you will find
very interesting.”

“But, Your Majesty,” the old man whispered.

“Tell them, Samuel, from the start.”

Denir closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Very
well,” He said, taking a seat on one of the benches. “What you have
to understand is, we did what we thought was right.”

“On with is Denir,” the King commanded.

“As you wish, your Majesty. It begins in the summer
of 1252, when High King Jusen Waltair II was badly wounded in a
hunting accident. His horse was startled by a wild boar and he was
thrown. It was believed he would not survive his injuries, and as
custom dictates, his eldest son, Prince Jonland Waltair III took
the throne in his absence. He was only eighteen at the time, still
young and not yet ready. We tried to aide him the best we could,
but power does… strange things to people. He did not heed our
advice, nor did he hear our Council…” Denir said. He looked over at
Roland, fearing the truth of the tale would hurt the young King,
but Roland was staring at the dog’s collar which he was now turning
over in his hands. It was obvious he did not like the story any
better the second time around.

“What you have to understand,” Denir continued.
“Prince Jonland was not very well… accepted.”

“What my advisor is trying to say so diplomatically
was that my brother was hated,” Roland added. “Jonland had a dark
side. He could be cruel and manipulative, even to me. I was only
eight when my brother became King, if but for a short period of
time. I did not understand what he did back then, probably because
it did not affect me personal, but I could tell he was not very
well liked.”

“The people feared Prince Jonland.” Denir continued.
“They feared what he could become, should he take the throne and,
during the King’s absence, those fears came to fruition. He denied
King Jusen the aide he needed. It is my belief, and that of others,
that once Prince Jonland tasted power, he desired nothing else, and
he was loathe relinquishing it.

“A small group of us petitioned the Tower for aid
behind Prince Jonland’s back, and it was granted in the hands of a
healer. The mystic was able to save the King’s life, bringing him
back from the very edge of death. Upon King Jusen’s return, Prince
Jonland was forced to step down, but the King was never completely
healed. We saw how close he came to dying, and knew, it was only a
matter of time, before he was beyond the aide of even the mystics.
So, we formed, what we called, the dark conspiracy, and we set our
plan in motion. Please believe me when I say, this was the only way
we could see to save the kingdom. Should Prince Jonland become
King, the kingdom would have torn itself apart from the inside out,
and it would have been a war the likes of which none of us had ever
seen.”

“So you had him assassinated?” Erin asked.

“No,” Denir said, shaking his head.

“But everyone knows Prince Jonland was assassinated
on the eve of the winter’s feast, back in 1254,” Folkstaff
added.

“Nobody died that night,” Denir said. “We could not
bring ourselves to cross that line, and so, we had Prince Jonland
arrested for his own murder.”

“Wait, so what you’re saying is, the assassin who
was arrested for Prince Jonland’s murder, was Prince Jonland, and
no crime was actually committed?” Folkstaff replied.

“That is correct,” Denir said, slowly nodding his
head. “We could not bring ourselves to actually commit the heinous
crime of regicide, and so, we simply had him arrested, tried, and
taken to Blackmoore prison… for the rest of his life. With Prince
Jonland out of the way, it left the line to the throne clear for
Prince Roland. I will not apologize for what I’ve done, for I did
it in the best interest of the kingdom.”

“Who was involved in this conspiracy?” Erin
asked.

“There were seven of us, all together,” Denir
explained. “Besides myself, there was Rothershire, Prince Jonland’s
bodyguard, who was the one who actually arrested Prince Jonland on
that night. Elmer Saybela identified the body, because no one would
question the prince’s own tutor, who taught the prince for the last
sixteen years. The magistrate who presided over the hearing was
David Draw, Brian Tally was the clerk who made out the proper
certificates and Arthur Linny was the warden who admitted Prince
Jonland into Blackmoore. Once the prince was in Blackmoore, nobody
questioned the proceedings. I’m not sure if it was because they
believed the story we spun, or they didn’t care.”

“You said there were seven, you only mentioned six,”
Folkstaff said.

“There was the young Hunter, who we hired to escort
the prince to Blackmoore, we couldn’t do it ourselves. It would
have raised too much suspicion. He knew who the prince was and
questioned us about it. Once we explained what happened and what we
decided to do, it was easy to convince him to look the other way.
He was even rewarded by the King for his part, although, the King
never knew what the part was. His name was Garret Boraro.”
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“Garret Boraro, as in Master Boraro of the Hunter’s
Academy,” Kile exclaimed.

“I should think… it's the same man,” Saybela
replied.

“Then Ravenshadow isn’t the assassin who killed
Prince Jonland, Ravenshadow is Prince Jonland. That’s what he meant
by justice. He is punishing everyone who had a hand in his
imprisonment for a crime which was never committed. That means, the
poison Scarlet used on me, was supposed to be for Master Boraro.
Scarlet is going after Master Boraro,” She said, getting to her
feet. She started pacing the bedroom floor.

- Kile?-

“Now the pieces are starting to fall together.”

-Kile?-

“If I can stop Scarlet, and with your testimony, I’m
in the clear.”

-Kile?-

“What's wrong, Vesper.”

Vesper didn’t have to say anything, she could feel
it, could sense it. Kneeling down beside the old man, she took his
hand into her. There was no more warmth, no more life. Elmer
Saybela was dead.

She cursed. With Saybela gone, there were only two
people left who knew of the dark conspiracy, three, if she counted
Ravenshadow, but he wasn’t going to help her. Garret Boraro, who
she knew all too well, would go out of his way to convict her for
each and every murder, if it was in the best interest of the Sons
of Terrabin, and the last man on the list, who she still didn’t
have a name for. With each death, the chances of clearing her name
were getting slimmer, and now, it looked as if she was going to
have to save her old weapon’s master, the one person at the Academy
who made it painfully clear, she was not welcome.

“Come on, Vesper, we have to go,” Kile said, taking
the blanket off the bed and draped it over Saybela. She wasn’t sure
why, but it seemed like the right thing to do at the moment.

Vesper climbed up onto her shoulder as she made her
way downstairs and to the front door. Pushing it open, she half
expected to see the full force of the local Guild House standing
outside, waiting to arrest her, but the streets were deserted, save
for one man asleep on a park bench.

The Academy was close, just the opposite side of a
forty foot wall. Her only hope was if the gates remained open as
they were during her time at the Academy. It amazed her it came
down to this. She must protect the one man who would never return
the favor. In the back of her mind, she wondered how disappointed
she would really be if she arrived too late.

Pickman’s square gave way to the lower merchant’s
district, which ran along Cannon street from the upper heights. She
followed the street down to the gates and found, they were not only
open, but they were unguarded. It should have been a warning, but
she wasn’t going to question her good fortune, if it was good
fortune. Slipping through the eastern gates, she kept to the
shadows and found herself back in the Academy.

It was a far cry from the first time she set foot
here, when she arrived in a supply wagon. The headmaster, Sir
Oblum, told them there were only two ways to leave the Academy. The
Venator gate or the western gate, sometimes known as the Hunter’s
gate, or the Pudora Gate, the Eastern Gate, otherwise known as the
walk of shame, the path of disgrace, the losers walk and about
thirty other euphemisms pertaining to failure. Now she was entering
the Academy through that gate.

Little had changed during her time away, but then,
it had only been about a year. The times she walked these grounds
during the hot summer nights, and the talks she had with…
Gorum.

She sensed the dog before she saw him. The big
mastiff was walking his usual route around the outer edge of the
stables, although the stables were much larger now, since the fire.
She wanted to call out to him, but yelling across the compound
while everyone was supposed to be asleep, wasn’t a very good idea.
Creeping across the field, she tried to get closer to him.

-Didn’t you leave already?-

Kile spun around to see Hunar standing behind
her.

-You still wouldn’t make a very good thief.-

The dog said.

“I was trying to get Gorum’s attention.”

-Oh, is that all.-

Hunar replied and let out a loud, sharp bark.

“Will you keep it down?” she told the dog.

-You wanted his attention and whispering to him
isn’t going to work, he’s as deaf as a post these days.-

“Maybe, but I don’t exactly want to attract too much
attention to myself, either.”

-Are you planning on stealing something from the
vir’s hall?-

“No, of course not,” Kile replied. “I think Master
Boraro may be in danger.”

-Ah, that one. He has been acting strange
lately.-

“Strange, how?”

-He has been wandering the grounds at night. He goes
to the place of horses. He is there now.-

“He’s gone to the stables? Why?”

-Like I care what that vir does.-

Kile looked up at the stables, sure enough, there
was a light inside. Not a very bright light, probably a candle or a
single lantern, but it was out of place.

“Have you seen, or smelled, anyone else around?” she
asked Hunar

-I don’t know.-

Hunar replied, and within those words Kile was stuck
with a vision of something moving in the shadows. It was fleeting
and could have been just about anything from an old bag blowing in
the wind to a stray cat, but it was enough for Hunar to think on,
and Hunar was not the type of dog who thought for very long.

“Find Gorum, tell him I’m in the stables, keep watch
on the doors and warn me if you see anything out of the
ordinary.”

-Will do.-

Hunar replied and set off to find her mentor.

Kile quietly made her way to the stable doors, they
were unlocked, yet another indication something was wrong. Pushing
them open slowly, she slipped inside.

There was a familiar feeling to the place, even if
they weren’t the old stables she was used to, it was more like
coming home, more so than the Veller farm.

The sound of a sword being drawn from its sheath cut
the silence of the old barn.

“So, you came for me at last,”

Kile quickly turned. “Master Boraro,” She said.

The man stepped out of the shadow, holding a sword
tightly in his right hand. He looked very much as he did the last
time she saw him, during the graduation ceremony when he refused to
shake her hand in front of everyone. Of course, she refused to
shake his hand as well, so there was mutual disrespect.

“You’re in danger,” She told him.

“From who? You?”

“No, from an assassin sent to kill anyone who was
involved in the dark conspiracy,” she explained.

“I don’t know anything about a dark conspiracy,”
Boraro said, but clearly the words sparked some memory within him.
“All I know is, I will be the one to bring in the fugitive,
Veller.” He shouted.

She knew him and she knew his style. She bested him
once, but only once. Luke warned her, if she was unfortunate enough
to face him again in battle, she may not be so lucky. He would not
underestimate her a second time.

He didn’t hesitate. He was not here to talk. She
leapt out of the way of his blade when he lunged, but he didn’t
follow through. In one fluid motion, he turned his blade to the
side, coming in low, on her right. Drawing her blades, she barely
managed to get then down, blocking his attack and turning aside his
sword.

This time, he wasn’t pulling any punches. If he
connected, she would have been sliced in two.

The sword came around again as Boraro stepped into
his swing. She managed to get both Lann up. Deflecting it over her
head, she slipped under his attack and got behind him. There was no
conceivable way she could win this battle, because she had no
intention of killing him. Unfortunately, he didn’t feel the same.
He had every intention of killing her. He reversed the direction of
his swing and she was forced to jump back to avoid his blade.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” she pleaded.

“I’m supposed to believe you?” he said, and his
sword came dangerously close to ending the fight permanently. She
fell back between the slats of the stall as the sword sliced a
large chunk of the wood away.

“Somehow, I don’t think you care one way or the
other.” Kile said, getting back to her feet.

An odd feeling suddenly washed over her, and she had
the impression something, or someone, just jumped onto the stable’s
roof and was now slipping into one of the hay loft windows. This
was something new. Was she actually seeing it through Hunar’s eyes
as it happened?

Boraro broke through the top slats of the stall.

“She’s here,” Kile told him. “The assassin is
here.”

“Then tell her to wait her turn.”

Wonderful, how was she supposed to protect him while
trying to avoid being killed by him.

The odd feeling returned, and with it another
vision. This one might have been from Gorum. Horsemen were riding,
through the eastern gate, four of them in the lead, followed by at
least half a dozen more. The Guild House of Azintar found her at
last, but she couldn’t worry about that at the moment. If Boraro
died now, it would be one more death attributed to her, and Scarlet
was closer than the Hunters.

She needed to locate the assassin, but it was
difficult to concentrate while trying to stay alive. Boraro was
pushing his advantage, and she wasn’t sure how many more of his
attacks she could avoid. Jumping back from a wild swing, she
collided with one of the support posts. She ducked as Boraro’s
blade bit into the wood just above her head. Slipping under his arm
and getting behind him, she had the perfect opportunity to end the
battle now as the weapon’s master’s tried to wretch his sword free.
Of course, that would have been rather counterproductive, since she
was trying to keep him alive, not do the assassin’s work for her.
There was a strong smell of jasmine coming from above. Kile looked
up in time to see a shadow move across the hayloft. A glint of
metal flew from the darkness. Moving quickly, Kile brought both
Lann up, blocking the dagger with the broad side of her blade. A
sharp pain struck her from behind. It couldn’t have been the
dagger, she thought as she watched it fall to the ground.

Stumbling forward, she grabbed her side, the smell
of blood was overpowering. Turning, she saw the vir coming towards
her. The doors to the stable flew open and people entered. She
wasn’t sure who they were, and at the moment, she didn’t care. The
black strands of the Maligar were once more reaching out to her,
and she did her best to resist them.

Somebody yelled a name, it could have been hers, she
wasn’t sure anymore.

The vir lunged, she turned into his attack, bring
her blade down across the back of his hand. He cursed and dropped
his sword, doubling over as he clutched the wound and tried to stem
the flow of blood. The smell was intoxicating. She came around
behind him, but instead of delivering the fatal blow, she jumped on
his back and leapt for the hayloft. More vir were now coming in
through the second door. They were yelling. She couldn’t make out
what they were saying. All she could hear was the blood throbbing
in her ears. Running the length of the loft, she kicked open the
bay door and jumped to the ground below.

She had to make it to the western gate. From there
she would be safe. She would be back in the wild.

Lights were coming on. Vir with torches were hunting
her. She had to escape. She crossed the hill, making for the
western wall, pass the kitchens. She could hear the voices behind
her. She could hear the hoofs of the horses closing in on her. The
gate came into view, and although they were still open, guards
blocked her only means of escape. The horses overtook her on either
side of her. They had no riders. The stampede broke the guard’s
line opening her way to the forest beyond.

 


“Damn that bitch.” Boraro cursed. Grabbing a rag, he
started to bind his bloody hand.

“Let me look at that.” Daniel said as he
approached.

“Why would I do that?”

“If you ever want to use your hand again, you’ll let
me look at it.” Daniel replied. Taking hold of the Weapon Master’s
hand, He removed the cloth. The wound was deep but not disabling.
Whether it was meant to be or not, he didn’t know. Falling into his
Edge, he began to unravel the small strings of energy.

“You brought it on yourself,” Erin shouted

“I did? You saw her, she tried to kill me.”

“No, I saw her protecting you, or trying to,” Erin
replied, retrieving the dagger from where it fell. The blade had
been dipped in something, but she couldn’t tell what it was,
poisons were never her specialty.

The stable doors opened and large, heavyset man
entered. He was dressed in just his underwear and a robe. A sword
was strapped around his waist, but what really set him apart was
the large scar which ran down the side of his face. It started
somewhere in the center of his forehead, and ending just below his
right cheek, leaving a milky white orb where his eye should have
been.

“I have confined the cadets to the dorms,” Sir Oblum
said in a gruff, yet tired voice. “The last thing we need now is a
bunch of unskilled wannabe Hunters getting under foot.”

“That’s probably for the better,” Erin replied.

“So, will you at least tell me what in all the
levels of hell is going on in my Academy?”

“The fugitive Veller was here,” Grey announced as he
entered the stables through the far doors. He was followed by two
other Hunters from the Azintar Guild House.

“Veller… Kile Veller was here? Why?” Oblum
asked.

“To kill me, obviously,” Boraro replied, pulling his
healed hand away from Daniel. He looked it over carefully, trying
out each of his fingers before he grumbled a thank you.

“I don’t see anything obvious about it,” Erin said,
holding up the dagger.

“May I see that?” Daniel asked. Handling the dagger
suspiciously, he fell into his Edge once more. When he opened his
eyes, he set it carefully on one of the workbenches.

“Poison, for sure, natural in origin, venom, would
be my guess, but from what, I don’t know. Either way, it looks to
be the same compound which killed Saybela.”

“So, if Kile wasn’t trying to kill Garrett, then who
was?” Oblum asked.

“A hired assassin from the Assassin’s Guild, I
wouldn’t wonder.” Erin replied. “It would appear someone, involved
with the death of Prince Jonland, is targeting anyone associated
with the matter.”

Erin wasn’t sure how much she could say on the
subject. They were not entirely convinced it was Prince Jonland who
was behind the assassinations, or just someone seeking a skewed
form of justice. Pushing past Grey, she stepped out into the night
air. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and fell into her
Edge. Noises, from the eastern gate, caught her attention. More
guards, more dogs and more Hunters began to filter in. It was
becoming some kind of a circus, and Kile was the main event. Where
was Master Latherby, she wondered? If anyone could put a stop to
the inevitable disaster that was about to take place, it was
him.

“She’s out there, somewhere.” Folkstaff said. “I
followed her trail as far I could, I got close to her, but lost her
somewhere in the woods. All I know is, she’s hurt, and she’s hurt
bad.”

“And this isn’t going to help bring her in.” Erin
said, gesturing to the crowd, which was gathering outside the
stables. Grey was already giving his motivational speech while
dividing the Hunters, and members of the city guard, into
groups.

“What’s going on here then?” Folkstaff asked.

“Grey has a mind to sweep the forests with as many
men he can convince to help.”

“That… may not be a very good idea,” Folkstaff
said.

“I know, they’re going to try to bring her in any
way they can, and I can’t help her.”

“It’s not her I’m worried about, it’s them.”

“What do you mean?” Erin asked.

“I said, I got close to her… she’s not… acting…
well, she’s not acting normal.”

“Normal?”

“I have tracked a lot of people through the a lot of
places, you know that, Erin. I know how people act. I know what
they do when they’re being chased. This… This is more like tracking
down a wild animal, one that’s been wounded. She’s dangerous, to
herself and to anyone who goes after her now, and that’s not the
worst of it.”

“What now?” Erin asked, although she really didn’t
want to hear any more problems at the moment.

“The forest is alive,” Folkstaff replied.

She never saw him so nervous, dare she, scared. For
Folkstaff to fear the forest when the man spent most of his early
career isolated within it, was not to be taken lightly.

“Explain, what do you mean?”

“I mean the forest is awake, and it’s really ticked
off. I spotted at least seven wolves and two bears in the short
period I was out there. I dare not pursue her any further, it’s too
dangerous. She’s too dangerous.”

“She’s not dangerous,” Daniel shouted, coming up
behind Folkstaff. “She didn’t do any of this, this is not her
fault.”

“Fault or no, she’s not exactly herself at the
moment,” Folkstaff replied.

“But you’re talking as if she was an animal.”

“She’s more animal now than she is human,” Erin
said, staring at the western gate. Was this what Morgan hinted at,
was this what the old mystic was afraid of, that she would
completely lose herself to the natural world.

“Then I’ll find her myself and I’ll bring her back.”
Daniel said, but before he could even take a step, Folkstaff
grabbed him by the arm.

“At the moment, that would be foolish,” He said. “We
don’t know… we don’t know how badly off, she is.”

“But if she’s hurt, I can help,” Daniel replied.

“You may not be able to, not this time.” He said,
shaking his head. “This goes beyond the physical.”

“I don’t believe she would hurt me.” Daniel
replied.

“Think about it, boy,” Folkstaff shouted. “Would the
Kile Veller you know, leave that yarrow behind?”

Daniel reached into the bag he wore over his
shoulder. He could feel Vesper tremble beneath his touch. He was
surprised to find him in the stables, alone, surprised the yarrow
came to him when he called. He tried calming him down, but it was
no good, the yarrow was agitated for some reason. So agitated, he
wouldn’t even accept the bit of food Daniel offered him, and for as
long as Daniel had known Vesper, he never saw the yarrow turn down
food before.

“So, what do we do?” Daniel asked.

“There’s nothing we can do,” Erin said, looking at
the men gathered by the western gate. Grey was giving them their
final orders and appeared very pleased with himself. The guards
appeared a little nervous, but it was no secret they didn’t trust
Hunters and their mystic ways. The Hunters, on the other hand, were
eager to get the search underway, a little too eager, but not as
eager as the hounds that were straining at their leashes.

Daniel ran across the field to where the men stood.
“The dogs,” he exclaimed

“What are you on about, boy?” Folkstaff called
out.

“Of course, he’s right.” Erin replied, running after
him.

“Right? Right about what?” Folkstaff called out and
chased his two companions down the hill towards the western
gate.

“Let the dogs loose,” Daniel cried, wrestling the
leash from the hand of the first guard he came to.

“What’s all this?” The guard exclaimed.

“Release the dogs, all of them.” Daniel said. When
he couldn’t get the man to release the leash, he unfastened the
dog’s collar. The hound, unhindered, ran for the gate, the other
pulled harder, eager to follow.

“What are you, mad boy?” the guard asked, trying to
push Daniel away from his dog, but the collar came off, and the
second dog was quickly closing in behind the fist, which already
passed under the gate. The guard took a few quick steps after him,
but thought better of it.

“Do you know what you’ve done, boy? Those dogs will
tear her apart,” he shouted

Grey grabbed Daniel by the back of his tunic and
pulled him away from the third dog. “What do you think you’re
doing, releasing the dogs isn’t going to stop us, and it isn’t
going to help your friend?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” he said, pulling away from Grey.
The Hunter motioned two of the guards.

“Detain him. I will not have anyone interfering with
my investigation.”

“Your investigation?” Erin said, coming up beside
Daniel. She pushed the guards back. “If you haven’t forgotten, this
is my bounty, assigned to me by the Guild Master himself.”

“And you have failed.” Grey said, stepping up to
Erin.

“Whether that is true or not… Hunter Drain placed
you under Erin’s command,” Folkstaff added. “Therefore, she is
still technically in charge of this search, unless of course, you
wish to go against the Guild Council.”

Grey quickly turned to where Folkstaff was releasing
yet another dog. This one didn’t hesitate, and he watched it run
off after the others. He was already in hot water with Drain over
the incident in Littenbeck. If this didn’t go as planned, he wasn’t
sure if Drain would be as understanding. He could find himself back
to delivering mail for the next few years, and not even the high
priority mail, the stupid little correspondences from insignificant
people.

“Fine,” He grumbled, throwing up his hands. “But I
will not take the fall for this, this is all on you Erin, You’re in
charge”

“Release the dogs.” Erin said.

“And what do you plan of achieving with this?” he
asked.

“What difference does it make, release the dogs,”
she replied.

The guards looked at Grey. When it was clear he
wasn’t going to do anything, they started releasing the dogs. There
were twelve of them in all, not counting the three that went on
ahead, and not to be left out, both Hunar and Gorum quickly
followed, ignoring Sir Oblum’s calls for them to stop.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Folkstaff
whispered as he stepped up beside Erin.

“I haven’t a clue,” she replied.

“Now what?” Grey asked.

“We wait.”

“For what, to pick up the pieces when the dogs tear
her to shreds. I guess I can live with that,” The Hunter replied,
strolling off to the dining hall.

 


 


Folkstaff ran up the hill to where Erin was
sitting.

“They spotted one of the dogs,” he told her.

It had been nearly two hours, since they released
the dogs into the wild. The waiting was becoming unbearable, but
now it was coming to a close, for better or for worse. Erin got to
her feet.

“What about Kile?” she asked.

“No sign of her, yet,” Folkstaff replied.

She followed him down to the western gate, where
more Hunters were gathering. Nobody knew what to expect, but nobody
wanted to miss it.

It was one of the hounds brought in by the city
watch. He walked forward, stopping just short of the gate, and then
sat down. He didn’t move, he just stared at the men who gathered.
It was almost as if he was daring them to come forward. One of the
guards tried calling out to him, but he didn’t even acknowledge his
name. No one approached him.

Within a few minutes, a second dog arrived. This one
too stopped, just outside the gate. He sat beside his companion and
waited, but nobody knew what they were waiting for. More dogs began
to arrive until there were six of them, sitting in a line directly
in front of the gate.

“You’re going to want to see this,” the guard on the
wall called out.

A few of the Hunters, and one or two of the guards,
approached the gate to get a better look. All six dogs suddenly
stood up and bared their teeth. The men thought better of it and
backed away. Only when they were far enough did the dogs calmly sit
down again.

“I don’t think we’re in charge of this operation
anymore,” Folkstaff whispered to Erin, who shook her head in
amazement.

The remainder of the pack, thirteen dogs in all,
came slowly down the road. Hunar, by far the largest, was in the
lead. Gorum was walking on one side of a very shaky, very pale
looking, girl, who leant on him for support. The pack stopped just
behind the six dogs.

“We have to help her,” Daniel said, taking a step
forward. Erin grabbed him by the arm.

“Not yet,” she told him. “It’s still not safe.”

Grey pushed past them. “Place her under arrest,” he
shouted.

One Hunter attempted to do just that, and may have
succeeded, if it wasn’t for the twenty snarling dogs which stood
between him and the girl.

“Maybe you should do it,” Folkstaff told Grey.

Grey said nothing, even as more of the Hunter’s
turned to him for some instructions.

Letting go of Gorum, Kile took a step forward and
fell to her knees.

Daniel broke Erin’s grip and ran to her.

“Daniel, wait,” She shouted, but it was no use.
Daniel had no intention of letting Kile down again. Nobody tried to
stop him, not even the dogs. They parted when he approached. He
felt no aggression in the pack, but they watched him suspiciously
when he knelt beside Kile. She looked up at him, and her eyes were
not hers. They reminded him of the stray cat, but golden in color.
She closed them slowly and when she opened them again, they were
the same hazel he remembered.

“I messed up big time, didn’t I?” she said with a
weak laugh.

“Don’t speak. You’re going to be alright,” he
assured her.

Daniel pulled back the cotton tunic. He touched the
wound on her side and she flinched.

“Did I ever tell you how bad your bedside manner
was?” she said.

“Quite a few times, if I can remember,” He replied
nervously. Sliding his arm around her, he helped her to her feet.
“And I told you, I would have to start charging you, if you kept
doing stupid things like this.”

“Put it on my bill.”

He walked her slowly through the gate with the dogs
created a perimeter around them. They were letting no one within
ten feet of her. The other Hunters could only watch as he took her
to the healing halls.
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Kile woke to the familiar feel of cold steel on her
wrist and a small warm body on her chest. She looked down to see
Vespers staring back at her.

-Kile okay?-

The yarrow asked, and there was so much worry and
concern in the words she was forced to blink back her tears.

“I’m alright,” She told him, wiping her eyes with
her one free hand. At least they didn’t shackle both of her wrists
to the bed frame.

She looked around the room and found the place
surprisingly familiar. It should be, she thought. She had spent
many an afternoon recuperating in the Academy’s hospital. The hall
was empty. Was it because there were no other patients, or was it
because she was some dangerous criminal who had to be isolated? She
tried the shackle which bound her right arm to the bed. It wasn’t
very secure, nor did it fit very well and she was sure she could
either slip out of it or pull it away from the wall altogether if
the need arose. At the moment, she was in no moor or condition to
do either. The pain in her side was down to a dull ache, the pain
in her head was throbbing as good as ever.

“So, what’s going on Vesper, what happened?”

-Kile hurt healer help.-

The yarrow replied and through his words she saw
what Daniel did, applying his healing Edge to the wound on her
side. He was also the one who secured her to the hospital bed. Was
the poor job, in restraining her, deliberate, she wondered? Was
this a means of giving her a way to escape? Did she even want to
escape? And if she did, where would she go next? She lay back on
the bed, closing her eyes. Maybe it was time for her to face the
music. It wasn’t as if she had any more bright ideas. In some
strange way, it was surprisingly comforting not to be running
anymore, not to be constantly looking over her shoulder.

-Gorum, Hunar help.-

The yarrow added and Kile could see the two
mastiffs, as well as the other guard dogs, sitting just outside the
door, keeping everyone at bay. It amused her, but it was over. She
fell into her Edge and reached out to Gorum. Within minutes the
soft pads of his feet could be heard on the Hall’s floor.

-You live, pup?-

Gorum asked, coming up to the side of her bed.

“I guess my cycle hasn’t quite come to an end yet,”
she replied.

-It would appear that way.-

“Thank you, for everything you and the others have
done for me, but I think it’s over now.”

-Are you sure, pup?-

“Not really, but I don’t want to see you guys get
into any more trouble because of me. Thank them for me, and ask
them to stand down,” she told Gorum.

-You already have.-

He replied.

Sure enough, she could feel the dogs concern for her
as they reluctantly left their posts around the healing halls.

“Kile… Kile are you alright.” Daniel cried, running
into her room. The sound of his voice, although welcoming, was
rather annoying as her head throbbed. Gorum turned on Daniel, which
silenced him.

“I’m fine, Danny,” she said, trying to pull herself
up to a sitting position.

“It’s just… when I saw the dogs leaving… I
thought.”

“What? That I died?”

“Well… yeah.”

“Don’t have much confidence in your work, do you,”
She said, pulling at the chains which bound her to the bed. “Your
handy work as well, I believe.”

“Sorry, Ki. They didn’t give me much of a choice, it
was the only way they would let me heal you.”

“I figured as much.” She said, letting the chain
fall. “Is Erin still out there?”

“Yeah, she’s still here. She’s been waiting outside.
The dogs wouldn’t let anyone into the building, except for me.”

“Can you tell her I wish to see her?”

There was a concerned look on his face. He wanted to
say something more, but in the end, he gave her that lopsided smile
she knew all too well. She knew what he was thinking, but he
wouldn’t try to stop her.

“You should get going too.” She told Gorum. “Oblum
will be worried.”

-He knows where I am.-

“Yeah, but I don’t want you to get into any more
trouble than you probably already are.”

-Let me worry about that, pup.-

Gorum said. He turned to watch Erin entered the
hall. She paused for a moment at the door, waiting to see what the
mastiff would do. Gorum moved around to the far side of the bed,
where he sat and watched her.

Erin took the vacant chair. Kile couldn’t help but
noticed, she looked tired and worn out. It couldn’t have been just
the chase.

“Is… Master Boraro okay?” she asked.

“He’ll live,” Erin replied.

“I really didn’t mean to hurt him,” Kile said,
looking up at the ceiling. She laughed. “I doubt if he’d even
believe that. Actually, he might if it was anybody but me,” she
said

“He didn’t leave you much of a choice.”

“That’s not entirely true.” Kile said, shaking her
head. “I had choices. I guess I must have made the wrong ones. So,
what now, you’re going to take me back to Littenbeck.”

“Those are my orders.” Erin replied. She sounded as
reluctant as the guard dogs felt.

“Don’t worry,” Kile said, holding up her free hand.
“I promise I won’t give you any more trouble.”

“That’s it then, you’re giving up?” Erin asked.

“Believe me, it’s not my first choice, but I don’t
know what else I can do to prove my innocence. I found the assassin
and she’s gotten away from me, not once, but twice, and there are
no more names on the list. I suppose I could keep shadowing Master
Boraro, but I can’t see that as being very productive.”

“Is that really it?”

Kile paused for a moment, and then shook her
head.

“No, not really… I’m afraid.”

“Afraid? Of what?” Erin asked.

“Of me, of what I’m becoming, of what I’ve done. I
really need to speak to Morgan, but I don’t think the mystic’s have
much use for me these days.”

“I’ll speak to Morgan for you, if you wish.”

“It doesn’t really matter anymore, does it?” she
said, laying back on her bed and closing her eyes. If the Hunter’s
Guild has their way, she won’t be needing mystics or anyone’s help
any more.

 


They didn’t stay at the Academy very long. In fact,
they set off the very next day. Their presence was too much of a
distraction as cadets were eager to see the prisoner who eluded the
Hunter’s Guild for so long. They left early, making their way by
the shortest route, back to the city of Littenbeck. Kile rode a
borrowed horse by the name of Tengara, or, as the vir would have
her believe, Cinnamon. She was escorted by Erin, Folkstaff, Daniel,
and the every present Grey, who couldn’t resist the not so subtle
comments he threw in her direction, until Folkstaff made it quite
clear, Grey was to remain silent for the duration of the trip. They
were also accompanied by several Hunters who Kile didn’t know and
had never seen before and guessed they were members of the Azintar
Chapter.

Grim was left in the stables of the vetta, back in
Azintar, as no one was willing to even try to retrieve him. Vesper
was allowed to stay with her until they reached Littenbeck, where
she handed him over to Daniel and begged him to be good.

She was led through the rear entrance of the Guild
Hall, down a flight of stairs, through a heavy oak door and into
small damp room. There, a man dressed in Hunter green, wrote her
name down in a thick book and lead her through another solid oak
door and into hallway which seemed to descend deeper into the depth
of the city. The hall was lined on both sides with small cells
measuring no more than ten foot square. It was here her journey,
for the moment, ended.

The room had a single cot which was secured to the
wall. There was also a small metal bucket tucked in the corner. She
didn’t need anyone to explain its presence there, the pungent odor,
which linger around it, was enough. She sat on the cot with her
back to the wall and waited.

Whether there was a lot to be done before her,
supposed, trial, or they just wanted to torment her by keeping her
secluded in a darkened cell, she was unsure. The only thing she was
sure about was the walls of her cell were closing in around her.
After her fourth day, she was ready to confess to anything, if it
meant she could see the sky once again. Her only visitor, if she
could call him a visitor, was the guard who was posted three cells
down, towards the end of the hall. His presence must be for her
benefit, since, as far as she could tell, she was the only prisoner
within this section of the prison. The rest of the cells were
eerily vacant.

On the fifth day of her confinement, she heard the
door at the end of the hall open. She knew it couldn’t be the
changing of the guard, since they entered through a different door
altogether. She refrained from pressing her face between the bars
of the cell door in a vain attempt to get a look at the visitor and
instead sat up on her cot and waited.

There were two sets of footsteps, the heavy steel
toed boots of the guard and the lighter, softer boots of a Hunter,
or someone she assumed to be a Hunter, since who else would be down
here in the bowels of the Guild Hall.

“Hello, Kile,” the man said when he reached the cell
door.

She looked up at a solemn face she hadn’t seen,
since her days at the Academy.

“Master Adams. What are you doing here?” she
asked.

“I will be representing you at the Council hearing,”
he told her.

He looked very much like he had a year ago. The
young, well-kept Hunter, with a stack of books under his arm. He
adjusted his glasses and gave her a smile which seemed a little out
of place. He had no more faith in that smile than she did.

“Represent me?” she asked.

“Yes, you will be given a fair trial…”

“Before they find me guilty and execute me,” she
finished for him.

He said nothing as he adjusted his glasses again,
which meant her little joke wasn’t far from the truth.

“I need to ask you a few questions,” He said,
pulling out a sheet of paper and handing it to her through the
bars. She slowly unrolled it. It was a list of names, most of them
she wasn’t familiar with, but one caught her eye.

“Who are they?” she asked a bit nervously.

“Do you recognize any of them?”

“You know I recognize at least one of them,” she
said, handing the paper back to him, “Murphy Sans.”

“Where? From the Academy?”

“You remember. He was the fifth member of our group
during the survival exercise. He helped you hand out the code books
during our third year,” she told him.

“Do you remember where he was assigned?” Adams
asked.

“What happened to him?”

“Do you remember where he was assigned?” he asked
again.

“We all opened our destination papers after the
graduation ceremony together. It was someplace I hadn’t heard of. I
think it was Roth or something like that.”

“Luth,” he said, correcting her.

“Yeah, that’s it, Luth. I never did get around to
looking it up. He’s dead, isn’t he?” she said, watching for his
reaction.

“Yes, I’m afraid he is.”

“They all are, aren’t they? All the names on that
list.”

“I’m afraid so.” Adams replied, slipping the paper
into one of his books.

“You wanted to see my reaction.”

He said nothing.

“How did he… what happen to him?” she asked.

“It was a routine deliver, that’s all I really
know.” Adams said. “The problem is, he doesn’t fit the
pattern.”

“Pattern, what pattern?” she asked.

“The rest of the Hunters on the list were level
three or higher, he was the only probationary Hunter.”

“And you think he was singled out.”

“It is a possibility.”

“And you think I was the one who singled him
out.”

“I didn’t say that, but you did know him and your
relationship at the Academy was less than hospitable. If I
remember, he broke your nose once, during a combat lesson.”

“Then your information is wrong.” Kile laughed.
“Robert broke my nose, Murphy saved my life. If you’re looking for
someone with a grudge against Murphy, it’s Eric you want,” she
said.

Did Eric actually go out of his way to kill Murphy?
They grew up together, even though Eric was the son of a Lord, and
Murphy, the son of a tin knocker, they were once friends, if she
could call it a friendship. Did Eric actually cross that line? She
couldn’t see Ravenshadow having anything to do with a probationary
level Hunter, but then, she couldn’t really see Ravenshadow having
much to do with any of the Hunters on the list.

“I do not believe you killed Murphy, or any of them
for that matter.” Master Adams said, shaking her from her thoughts.
“But, it will be brought up during the trail, and I have to know
where I stand, if I’m to defend you.”

“What’s the use? It’s not like I have much of a
chance,” she said, turning away from the cell door.

“We shall see,” Adams replied. “As you know, the
Crown has waived its claim. Although it doesn’t exonerate you in
the deaths of those men, it does go a long way in supporting your
case, but I won’t lie to you, it’s not looking very good.”

“Then… what’s going to happen to me?” she asked.

“You’ll probably avoid execution, but that leaves
Blackmoore.”

“Blackmoore.”

She heard of Blackmoore prison once, and the way the
King described it, it was not a place she wanted to go. The idea of
being confined to a cell for the rest of her life, never seeing the
sun or the moon, never feeling the wind or the rain, she would go
mad. There was no doubt about it, she would not survive Blackmoore,
she was better off if they just killed her outright.

“Don’t worry, Hun. I would never let you go to
Blackmoore.”

Kile spun around to see a red haired woman emerge
from the solid wall of her cell.

“What's the meaning of this?” Master Adams
exclaimed, stepping back from the bars.

“It’s a prison break, you idiot.” Scarlet replied,
grabbing Kile by the arm.

For one brief moment, Kile thought she was saved,
but then she realized, this woman tried to kill her, the last two
times they met. It was not in her best interest to go peacefully,
but before she could prevent her escape, she already had. Like
water through sand, she fell through the floor of her cell.

It was a strange sensation, like being stretched
thin and then pulled through a keyhole. When she came out the other
side she was dropped the ten feet to the stone floor below. The
impact drove the air from her lungs and left her dazed. Before she
could get to her feet, or even take a breath, Scarlet grabbed her
arm again and yanked her through the nearest wall. This passage
didn’t go as smoothly as the floor and she felt herself come to a
sudden stop, as if someone or something got a hold of her right
leg, causing her to fall face first onto the floor. The floor may
have been wooden, but it wasn’t any softer than the stone. She
tried to get up, but found her right foot was still inside the
wall. To see her leg suddenly end at the face of the wall was a bit
unsettling. She tried to pull it free, but there was no movement.
She even tried wiggling her toes, but she couldn’t feel them.

“It’s no use.” Scarlet said with a melodic laugh.
She pulled one of the many chairs over and sat down in front of
her. “It’s not stuck, so you won’t be able to pull it free. Aside
from actually cutting your foot off, the only way out, is through
me.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Kile asked.

“Simple. I could free you… should I feel like it,
but at the moment I don’t. At least this way I know you can’t go…
feral on me.”

“They’re going to be looking for me.”

“Of course they are, they think you escaped,”
Scarlet said, looking around the room. “But by the looks of this
place I don’t think anyone has come down here in quite a while, so
we have a bit of time.”

“Time for what?” Kile asked.

“For the poison to take effect,” Scarlet
replied.

“Poison, what poison?”

“Look at your hand,” she laughed.

Kile was so concerned about her foot, she never felt
the scratch on the back of her hand.

“Don’t worry about it too much. It's not the same
stuff I used before, although, it’s still lethal. It takes a little
longer to kick in. I say about an hour, possible two for most
people, but you, you’re not like most people. You were able to
fight off the Bari, although you shouldn’t have been. How did you
do it? How did you survive the Bari serpent’s poison?”

“Bari serpent?”

“That poison should have killed you. It did kill
you. I saw you die. How did you defeat the poison?”

“How the hell should I know?” Kile exclaimed.

“I suppose it really doesn’t matter.” Scarlet said,
shaking her head. “After today, nothing will matter. You see,
Ravenshadow has just given me your contract. I kill you and I’m set
for life.”

Getting up from the chair, Scarlet turned her back
on Kile. She walked the length of the room, running her finger over
the dusty tables.

“You see, you’ve outlived your usefulness.” She
laughed.

Kile tried to free herself from the wall, but the
more she struggled the more it hurt. It was like trying to pull off
her own foot. It just wouldn’t budge. She looked around the room to
see if there was something, anything which might be used to pry
herself free. Although, she didn’t really believe it would be
possible, from what the assassin told her. She could already feel
her heart racing, was the Maligar creeping in again, or was it just
the effects of the poison? She heard some animals would chew off
their own foot to free themselves from a trap. Would she do that
under the control of the Maligar? Without even thinking, would she
chew off her own foot? The thought of such an act made her nauseous
to say the least. She had to maintain control. She couldn’t let the
madness overtake her again. What was the phrase Scarlet had used?
She couldn’t let herself go feral.

Kile closed her eyes and took a deep breath, the
dusty room, the damp floor, the smell of jasmine and a hint of
lavender. There it was, the smell of lavender and leather, faint,
but getting stronger. She reached out with her Edge, stretching as
far as she could, searching the rooms, the halls, the floors until
she found minds who would listen to her. Mice in the pantry, a cat
in the kitchen, a dog in his master’s office, pigeons on the window
sill, even the horses in the street. She opened her eyes.

“So that’s it,” she said, taking a deep breath. “He
no longer needs me alive.”

“Why should he. As I’ve said, you’ve outlived your
usefulness.”

“So, he’s given up trying to frame me?”

“It served its purpose for what it was worth. He
delayed the Hunters long enough, shifted the power struggled, and
kept the west blind, all while seeking justice, or at least his
version of justice.”

“At least he could think outside the box, can’t say
the same about you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Scare asked, turning
to face Kile.

“I’m just saying you’re not very… original.”

“I’ll have you know, I am one of the greatest
assassins the Guild has ever known and will ever know. You should
consider yourself honored to be dispatched by me.”

“Please, I haven’t seen anything which impressed me.
I mean, I’ve seen the aftermaths of... what... five targets, and I
didn’t see anything different. They were all done the same way,
right down to the burning of the houses to cover your tracks, and
even then you weren’t very efficient. Where’s the originality?
Where’s the flare?”

“Originality? Flare?” She shouted, moving towards
Kile.

“Look at me. You have the opportunity to kill me for
a second time, and the best you can come up with is poison… again.
You’re not very imaginative for an assassin.”

“Maybe I’ll have to show you how imaginative I can
be.” Scarlet smiled and produced a thin bladed knife. She took a
step towards Kile, when a small gray mouse slipped through the
crack under the door and ran across the floor, passing between the
assassin’s legs.

She wasn’t sure if Scarlet was surprised by the
mouse’s behavior, or she was just scared of mice, but she stared at
the mouse, and the mouse stared back. It wasn’t long before another
one entered the room. This one came in through a small crack in the
wall behind the bookshelf and was soon joined by a large brown rat.
The mouse came up to Kile, the rat approached Scarlet, who slowly
backed away.

“This place is infested,” She said, stepping back
from the rodents. “Maybe I should just leave you to the rats.

“That is one possibility.” Kile replied. “At least
it’s… kind of… original.”

“I’ve seen it done before.”

Scarlet spun around to see Erin standing in the
center of the room. The Hunter had her sword drawn and was pointing
it directly at her. It was about time she got here, Kile thought,
although she didn’t know how the Hunter entered the room without
making a sound. She was, however, surrounded by a few mice of her
own, so there was no mystery on how she had found her way.

“It would seem I underestimated you.” Scarlet
replied. She started to circle Erin. “I thought I would have more
time.”

“Did you really think we wouldn’t have Kile under
surveillance?” Erin asked.

“I had hoped, bringing her down here, would make for
a longer search, but no bother. Now I have the opportunity to deal
with both of you.”

Before Erin could reply, Scarlet drew her blade and
in one fluid motion, lunged at the Hunter. Erin easily sidestepped
the attack and their weapons clashed. She pushed the assassin back,
and countered, but her sword passed through Scarlet as if she
wasn’t really there. Her blade touched nothing. It was like trying
to fight the wind.

Scarlet laughed as she floated across the floor.
Erin tried to keep her in her sights as the assassin moved
effortlessly around her. She left herself open, waiting for Scarlet
to seize the opportunity. The blade whistled as it came in low.
Erin drove it down and threw her weight into her attacker, but
instead of hitting the woman, she collided with one of the tables,
sending chairs toppling over.

Scarlet laughed again. “You wanted originality,” she
said.

“Watch out,” Kile screamed when the assassin started
to take shape behind the Hunter.

Turning quickly, Erin barely got her sword up in
time to stop the whistling blade. She tried to counter, but
Scarlet’s body drifted apart.

“The problem with Hunters is they never truly learn
to use their Edge,” she said.

Scarlet’s voice was like a harsh whisper, carried on
a breeze, and Erin had no way of telling which direction she would
attack from next. Pressing her back against the wall, she
waited.

The assassin took shape, coming in on her left. Erin
turned to face her, but Scarlet’s blade dipped under her defenses
and cut a clean line along her thigh. The Hunter staggered and
tried to counter, but there was nothing to counter against.
Scarlet’s body dissolved back into the air.

“I can keep this up all day, can you, Lady Hunter?”
Scarlet taunted.

There was nothing Kile could do, but watch. Her Edge
was useless in this battle. The mice were no match against an
assassin who just wasn’t all there. If only there was a way to
distract Scarlet long enough to give Erin a change. If they could
capture her, it would go a long way in proving her innocence.

Pulling herself to her feet, or to her foot, Kile
balanced herself on one of the fallen chairs. She fell into her
Edge and let her feral side take over. Everything seemed to slow
down and all her senses came alive. She could smell the lavender
and the jasmine, hear the beating of their hearts, and see the
wind. It was all a matter of timing, and when the timing was right
she pushed the chair.

Scarlet materialized behind Erin just as the chair
slid across the floor.

Nobody understood what happened, until it was all
over.

“NO!” Kile cried.

Erin slowly backed away.

Kile fell to her knees.

Scarlet stood motionless in the center of the
room.

“I didn’t… that wasn’t…” Kile stammered.

“You had no choice,” Erin told her.

“She was my last chance,” Kile said, shaking her
head.

“She would never have confessed,” Erin replied.

“Yeah, but…”

“What matters now is getting you out of here.”

“How? I’m kind of attached to the wall and she was
the only one who could get me out and I just…”

“You did what you had to do, and for that I’m
grateful.” Erin said, kneeling down beside Kile. She ran her hands
over the wall and down the young girl’s leg. “It’s not one of my
specialties, but I do know the skill,” She said.

Erin stood in front of Kile, taking hold of the
girl’s hands. “Just relax,” she said, closing her eyes and taking a
deep breath.

The feeling wasn’t as disturbing as when Scarlet did
it. With Erin, it felt more like floating, but with all her parts
floating in different directions, unit she was pulled back
together.

“Ow!” she cried, collapsing to the floor.

“What? Are you alright?” Erin asked.

“Yeah… it’s just my foot fell asleep.”

Erin retrieved her sword and Kile hobbled over to
Scarlet.

“That is just… wrong… so… wrong,” she said, walking
around the assassin.

Scarlet had reformed around the chair and was now
just standing there, her arms hanging limply at her side, her head
lolled back.

“You… can’t… do anything for her… can you?” She
asked.

“I’m afraid not.” Erin replied, looking her over.
“It’s not quite like a leg stuck in the wall. It’s a little more
complicated.”

“So much for my chances of proving my innocence,”
Kile said.

“I doubt if the Council would believe a member of
the assassin’s Guild, anyway,” Erin said with a shrug. “Come on, we
should get you seen to.”

“Oh, that’s right. I was poisoned again wasn’t
I?”

 


 


“Are you sure she used a poison, because I can’t
detect any in your body,” Daniel said, stepping away from the
cot.

“She said she did, and I thought I felt it, but… I
don’t know,” Kile replied.

“Well, either way, you appear healthy enough.”

“Great, I’ll be healthy for my execution.”

“Don’t say that. Master Adams says, there is little
chance of that happening.”

“No, he just said I’ll probably spend the rest of my
life in Blackmoore, and since I’m healthy, it should be a nice long
life.” She said, slumping back in her cot. She looked at Daniel.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to depress you as well.”

“How can I not be depressed, I mean, I kind of feel
responsible.”

“I don’t know why you feel responsible, you didn’t
do anything.”

“That’s just it, I should have helped you. I should
have gone with you to the Tally house. I should have helped you
solve this problem, instead…”

“Look, it wouldn’t have made much of a difference.
If anything, you would have ended up in the cell next door.”

“Maybe,” Daniel replied. “We still have two days to
find a way to get you out of this, and Erin is still searching for
Emara. If we can find her, that will go a long way in proving your
innocence. So, don’t give up hope.”

“Yeah, of course,” Kile replied, forcing a smile.
But, in the back of her mind, she wasn’t holding out much hope in
the search for the illusive mystic. Emara was supposed to return to
the Tower soon after their parting, which was some time ago. With
Emara’s sense of direction, there was no telling where she could
have transported to, assuming she even left the wastelands. She
could have even been recaptured. There was just no way to know.

“I’ll let Vesper know you’re alright,” Daniel said,
reaching for the cell door. “I wanted to bring him but…”

“It’s alright. I understand,” she said, waving him
off. Ever since the escape, which wasn’t an escape, sent the
animals into a chaotic frenzy, they banned all pets from the
building until further notice.

Daniel knocked twice on the door and waited until
the guard let him out.

“I’ll try to come and see you tomorrow.” He said
when the guard closed and barred the door again.

Kile just nodded, but she knew they wouldn’t let him
in to see her again. They weren’t letting anyone in to see her
until the trial, or hearing, or whatever it was that they insisted
on calling it. An inquisition was probably closer to the truth, she
thought. She laid down on her bed, and stared up at the
ceiling.

 


She was soaring across the sky with the wind in her
hair and the sun on her face. The mountains loomed in the distance
and the forest passed below her. She was free. She could smell the
salt of the sea and hear the cry of the gulls as she passed over
the cities and the towns, flying, ever northward, towards the
pillars of black smoke which rose in the distance. When she got
closer to the province of Denal, the smoke was thicker and the
smell of decay lingered in the air.

The small town Coopervill, far below her nestled
among the trees, was not the quiet little town she was confined to
during her probationary year. The town she grudgingly called home.
It was a town in ruin, burn to the ground, black smoke filled the
air and the smell of ash and death assaulted her senses. It was
completely destroyed, every building, every house, the Bird and
Bay, the old blacksmith’s shop, the Guild House, even the Apple
Blossom Livery was burnt to the ground. The west was on fire, but
she didn’t care. She flew on, leaving it all behind. Over the
wastelands, where the uhyre were now on the move, pouring across
the border, as if the dam broke. Nothing could stop them. They
marched their way to Windfoil, and still she didn’t care. Always
west, she continued to fly, over the vast desert, chasing the
setting sun as it descended among the lush green lands which called
out to her, she could even smell it, the scent of a forest after a
heavy rain.

That was a familiar scent, Kile thought, quickly
sitting up in her cot. She stared at the gray walls which
surrounded her, then looked towards the cell door. It was a smell
she should have known all along, and yet, she never truly trusted
her senses, until now. The traveling mystic in Riverport, the young
guard who showed her the way to the Mystic’s Tower four years ago,
the young cadet who questioned her about traditions during Oblum’s
orientation, the stable hand who taught her how to defend herself,
they all had the same smell.

“Hello, Master Latherby.”

A haggard faced guard poked his head through the
small window of her door.

“Sorry, Miss?”

“I said, hello Master Latherby,” she replied without
looking at him. She could doubt her eyes, but not her nose.

“I’m afraid you have me mistaken, Miss, I ain’t no
master to no one.”

“Yes… yes you are,” she said with a sigh. She was
tired, tired of tricks and games. “I don’t know how you do it, sir,
but I know who you are.”

“And what makes you think so?” the guard asked.

“Your smell, your scent, you may be able to hide
your appearance, or even change it, but you can’t change who you
really are.” She said, turning to look at the guard. “Who are you
really?”

“Ma’am, my name is Thompson, Jack Thompson,” he
replied.

“Please sir, who are you really?” she asked
again.

The old haggard face began to mellow, and then began
to melt. It shifted and reformed into someone, she knew.

“Luke?” She said with a smile.

“All these years, nobody has ever found me out. I am
impressed, Miss Veller, and for the record, the name is Moran.”

“As in Moran Leafler?” She asked.

“The same,” he said with a nod.

“Wait a moment, are you telling me you’re that Moran
Leafler, the one who started the Hunter’s Guild, what, four hundred
some odd years ago?”

“I see Master Adams was right, you do remember your
history.”

“A lot of good it’s doing me now, but how is it no
one has ever found you out?”

Luke laughed. “It’s because of my Edge. Like
yourself, Miss Veller, I am what the Hunter’s refer to as a freak,
or as you so eloquently stated, a miscellaneous.”

“That still doesn’t explain how you’re still around
after four hundred years, unless… you’re not vir are you? You’re an
Alva.”

“Very good, Miss Veller, I am impressed.” Luke
grinned. “Yes, I am one of the last, or at least, one of the few
who remained behind. Back then, I thought I could mend the rift
between the vir and the Alva, but I was mistaken. As it is, I was
forced to change my appearances to blend in, so I would be
accepted. I created the Hunters to pass on my knowledge, but it
would appear I have failed in that as well.”

“I’m sorry… I guess I wasn’t cut out to be a Hunter
after all.”

“No, no Kile, that’s not what I’m saying. You are
one of the few vir I have met who truly understands what it means
to be a Hunter. If anything, I have failed you. This travesty of
justice should never have happened. I should have seen it coming. I
suppose, when you’ve been around as long as I have, you get rather
complacent. I thought I understood Drain. I thought I could keep
him and his Sons of Terrabin under control. I was wrong, and now
they are the ones in control.”

“What are you going to do now, sir?”

“At the moment, not much, it is not the first time I
was forced to regain control of the Hunter’s Guild, and I fear it
will not be the last.”

“What about now, what about me?” she asked.

“I’m afraid my hands are tied.” He said sadly,
shaking his head.

Jumping from the cot, Kile ran to the door.

“You don’t really believe what they are saying about
me?”

“No, of course not… It’s just…” Luke replied.

“It’s just what? What are you trying to say, that I
have to be sacrificed for the greater good? That this is bigger
than me and I have to do my part as a Hunter, because I’ve heard it
all before. They drummed it into us at the Academy. I don’t believe
it now and I didn’t believe it then. Placing the Guild above the
individual is what got you into this mess, and if that’s what being
a Hunter is all about, then you can count me out. I no longer wish
to be one.”

“Kile, please…”

“I will not go to Blackmore.” She shouted, backing
away from the door. “Not for you. Not for the Guild. Not for anyone
or anything.” Her eyes shifted and her feral side showed through.
Luke nervously stepped back from the cell door. She turned away
from him. “Goodbye, sir.”

“Kile, you have to understand.”

“You’re right, I don’t. Goodbye, sir.”

When Kile turned around, Luke was gone. She wasn’t
sure if he changed his appearance back to the old haggard guard or
somebody else, but she didn’t care. She was becoming a pawn in a
game with no sides and no rules, a game she wasn’t even allowed to
play. She lay down on her cot and stared up at the cracks in the
ceilings, wondering how things had gone so very wrong. Maybe it was
time she placed her own pieces on the board.
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They came for her the next evening. Two armed guards
led Master Adams to her cell door. She wished they gave her a
chance to bathe, before they took her away to her trial, or even a
wash cloth and some water, or at the very least, a brush to tame
her hair. She would look a right state when they led her into the
chamber with her wild hair and her dirty clothes. She would look
like the wild animal they all claimed she was. Maybe it would work
to her advantage. Let them think she was less than human, she could
play it out, and she would wait for her chance.

“Are you ready, Kile?” Master Adams asked when the
guard opened the door.

Was she ready? What kind of foolish question was
that to ask? Ready, for what, this farce they called justice. In
many ways she was starting to think Ravenshadow had the right idea
all along. Maybe she was destined to follow in his footsteps, to
escape Blackmoore and seek vengeance, no, not just vengeance, but
justice, to seek justice for those who put her in this
position.

She sighed and looked into the face of Master
Adams.

Who was she kidding, she could never take that road,
but if the opportunity presented itself, when it presented itself,
she would put as much distance between the Guild and herself as she
could.

Getting up from the cot, she held out her hands. The
guards placed the shackles on her wrists.

“Is that really necessary?” Master Adams asked.

“Just following orders, sir,” the guard replied.

Was there a note of regret in the guard’s voice? She
causally sniffed him. At least it wasn’t one of Luke’s faces.

“What now?” She asked.

“Since the Crown dropped all changes against you,
you will be taken to the Council chamber, where the Master of Law
will hear your case.”

“Wonderful.”

“Master Keel is a fair man, Kile, he has already
reviewed the evidence and he will listen to both sides of the case
before he makes his decision.”

Has he already made it, she wondered?

She followed Master Adams down the hall through the
double doors and back up the stairs. It was the same path she took
nearly two weeks ago. One would think if they wanted her so badly,
they wouldn’t have left her waiting in her cell for so long. The
guards led her down a second hall and then a third as Master Adams
rambled on about legal procedures and what to expect during the
trial. She only heard about half of it, and the half she heard she
understood little and cared nothing. Let them have their trial, let
them feel as if they are in charge. She wasn’t planning on staying
around much longer anyway.

They stopped when they reached a small door. The
guards took their place on either side and Master Adams reached for
the handle.

“Are you ready?” he asked her again.

“If I say no, can we go back to my cell?”

Master Adams forced a smile. He opened the door and
ushered her through.

The room was not what she thought it would be. When
he said they would hear the trail in the Council chambers, she
figured a small room with a single desk and an old man sitting
behind it waiting to pass sentence. This wasn’t a chamber, this was
an amphitheater.

It may have been dark, but she could feel the space
opening around her, wider and higher than she thought possible.
Rows upon rows of seats surrounded her, and were filled with eager
whispering spectators. Before her a long table set above the floor
with not one, but seven old men in black hooded robes waiting to
pass judgment. A smaller table, sat down on the main floor with two
chairs, Master Adams directed her to one of them.

From her seat on the floor, she felt as if she was
at the bottom of a deep pit, the walls of which were lined with
eyes staring down at her. Before her the seven hooded men sat, but
they were speaking with one another, as if her presences there
meant nothing, and they were already discussing what to do with
her. She could barely make out their faces under the hoods and the
dim light of the glowing orbs, which rested on the table, didn’t
help very much.

Whatever their argument was about, it was reaching
its boiling point. The black robed man, sitting in the center of
the group, slammed a fist sized crystal globe down onto a hard
wooden block. The sharp sound was heard above the noise as it
echoed through the chamber and the room fell silent. He waited
until the other men found their seats.

“This trial will now come to order,” the man said,
setting the crystal globe aside. Pulling back his hood, he picked
up the papers in front of him. He leaned forward, into the light of
the orbs, and Kile was able to see him clearer. Although his hair,
and his beard, were as black as pitch, and bore no sign of graying,
the man looked old. It was in the tired lines around his eyes. He
didn’t shout or raise his voice, but she could hear every word he
said as if he was sitting right beside her.

“Will the accused stand?”

Master Adams motioned for her to stand up, and
although she really couldn’t see the point of it, she would play
along for the time being. She slowly got to her feet.

“As the members of this Council are no doubt aware,
the Crown has dropped all charges against the accused, although it
does not clear her from those charges which have been brought
against her by the Guild and the Tower,” he said, addressing the
spectators first before turning those tired eyes onto her.

“Miss Veller, you are being charged with no less
than seventy three violations of the Hunter’s Code of conduct, not
the least of which, the direct involvement in the death or
disappearance of thirty six known Hunters, as well as the abduction
and possible death of one Emara Lon of the Mystic’s Tower. How do
you plead?”

“Master Keel, I wish the violations against my
client to be read for the record as well as the names of each
missing Hunter listed.” Master Adams said as he rose from his chair
to stand beside her.

“Are you serious?” A dissenting voice called from
the far right hand side of the table. One of the black robed men
rose from his seat.

“Master Drain, mind you place,” Keel replied.

“Sir, I mean no disrespect, but in light of the
current events, I do not see where a list of this nature needs to
be read out when it is common knowledge to all. Are we to spend the
next several days squabbling over each little matter when the real
issue is so much greater?” Drain asked.

“Although Guild Councilman Drain is here strictly as
an observer, I do have to agree with his assessment of the
situation,” a robed figure, on the left side of the Law Master,
called out. “The violations have already been entered into her
record, I think that should suffice.”

“As you say, sir,” Master Adams replied “But, it is
my understanding, many of those, so called, violations, occurred
after Miss Veller’s Hunter certification was revoked. Therefore,
since she was not a Hunter at the time of those crimes, she cannot
be held to a code which did not pertain to her.”

“If I may, Master Keel.”

Yet another robed figured rose from his chair, this
one was also from the left side of the table.

“Precede, Master Rain.”

“There is some merit in what Master Adams says. It
seems rather counterproductive to seek a ruling on each of the
violation if those violations were carried out in the name of
justice. I feel we should not deviate from the matter at hand.”

“Agreed,” Keel replied, shuffling through his
papers. It appeared to be more of a nervous habit than anything
else. “The violations shall not be read, but shall not be a part of
this hearing at this time and will be held over upon its
conclusion. Is this acceptable, Master Adams?”

“Yes sir, quite acceptable.”

“Then, if that is all, how does your client
plead.”

“Not guilty, sir.”

Master Keel began to converse with the two men on
either side of him as Master Adams took his seat. Reaching over, he
pulled Kile back into hers.

“What the hell was that all about?” she asked.

“It simply means, the rules you broke while you were
on the run will not be used in this trial.”

“Is that all, couldn’t they have just said
that?”

The crystal globe was struck on the block three more
times and Keel spoke up.

“At this time we shall hear from mystic,
Talormor.”

A dark man, with a long, narrow face, cloaked in
light blue robes, slowly rose from his chair on the left side of
the stage.

“Thank you, Master of Law and members of the
Council.” He said with a slight bow towards Master Keel then turned
to the specters. “The Tower has been without a Magus for the last
twenty six years, after the untimely death of Magus Curci. As you
may not know, every so many years, a mystic is born, who is touched
by all eight of the spheres. Emara Lon was such a mystic. It is the
duty of the Tower to prepare this mystic to become the next Magus.
Whether her abducting was to cripple the Tower, for whatever
reason, or an act against her directly, we do not know. What we do
know is, such a loss could set the Tower astray without guidance
for many years. Therefore, it is imperative that we know for
certain the condition of Mystic Lon.

“It is our belief, at this time, she may…”

Before the mystic could finish his statement, the
air began to crackle and dancing blue sparks hovered over Kile’s
table. They appeared to dim and then disappeared altogether before
a blinding flash of pink light, followed by the clap of thunder
knocked Kile backwards, off her chair. For one brief moment the
entire amphitheater was lit up and then just as suddenly, cast into
total darkness. People began to panic, there was screaming and
shouting. The clattering sound of guards drowned out the rest of
the voices. They were moving from their places along the walls in a
vain attempt to regain order.

Kile could see nothing. At first, she thought she
was struck blind by the pink light, unit the candles reignited,
brighter than before. Looking up from her place on the floor, she
saw, standing on the table, the last person she thought she would
see.

“Hey, Kile girl.”

“Alex? What are you doing here?” she asked in
amazement.

“I hitched a ride,” he said, jerking a thumb over
his shoulder towards the woman in the brightly colored robes behind
him. He jumped down from the table to help Kile up.

The last time she saw Alex Bartlow was back at the
Academy, on the day they graduated. The small boy was the first to
reach out to her as a friend, although he could be, and usually
was, rather annoying. Something like the younger brother she never
wanted. He hadn’t changed much since those days, save for the
mustache he now sported on his upper lip. The facial hair just
didn’t suit his boyish face. It didn’t so much as make him look
older as it made him look creepy.

“Not bad, At least I was closer this time, Al,” the
young woman in the multicolored robes laughed. She surveyed the
room and although her hood was drawn down over her face, she was
not difficult to recognize.

“Emara,” Kile shouted. “What the hell is going on,
and where, in all of the realms, have you been?”

The guards were as surprised to see the colorful
young mystic appear within their midst as everyone else in the
amphitheater was. They made no attempt to approach her and waited
to see what she would do next. Only Mystic Talormor dare to
speak.

“Miss Lon, what is the meaning of this? Where have
you been?”

“Oh, don’t get your robes in a twist.” She said,
dismissing the old mystic’s ire with a wave of her hand. Alex
helped her down from the table.

“Do you realize the Tower had been searching for you
for the last two cycles? I ask again, where have you been?”

“If you must know, I was on vacation… in Baxter’s
Bay.”

“I will have order,” Keel demanded slamming the
crystal globe down on the table. He managed to bring the chaos
under a little more control, although, there were still low levels
of mumblings among the spectators.

“Mystic Talormor, am I to believe this young woman
is the same Emara Lon who Hunter Veller is being accused of
abducting?”

“I’m afraid it is, sir,” the mystic replied,
nervously.

“Abducted… who me…, I haven’t been abducted in over
two months, and definitely not by Kile, in fact, if it wasn’t for
her, I’d probably still be a prisoner,” Emara replied.

“A prisoner? Of whom?” Keel asked

“Oh, some guy who calls himself… oh, what was it
again? Crowshade or something like that.”

“Ravenshadow,” Kile corrected her.

Emara quickly spun around, her multicolored robes
billowing out around her like a drunken rainbow. “Kile,” she
exclaimed. “There you are… I have been looking all over for you.
You look… terrible. Do you always look so… well… unkempt? I mean, I
thought it was because the last time you were a prisoner, that you
let yourself go, but now… you really should do something with your
hair. I know a wonderful incantation that can straighten that out
and turn you into a blonde in no time.”

“Emara, what happened to you, where have you been
all this time? You were supposed to go back to the Tower when we
parted.”

“Yeah, funny thing that. I kind of… well… missed my
mark. I ended up in Baxter’s Bay. So, I figured… while I was there,
I’d take a little rest, maybe do a little shopping, visit the spas,
you know, I wasn't in a rush to get back to my studies… and then I
met Al,” she said, giving Alex a rather sappy smile.

“Wait, you have been lounging around in Baxter’s Bay
all this time. Do you realize they thought I kidnapped you, that I
possible killed you?” Kile replied.

“Well… no… I didn’t know, not until Al told me.”

“Al?”

“Yeah, Emara and I met up at the Flounder, when I
was making my deliveries. I didn’t realize she was the same Emara
you kidnapped.”

“I didn’t’ kidnap anyone.” Kile shouted, throwing
her hands up in the air.

“Why are you always in shackles?” Emara asked.

“I don’t know… they always seem to go with my
attire,” Kile replied.

“Well… that’s true.” Emara said, looking Kile over.
“Although, it’s a sight better than those uhyre rags, still… you
should have a bit more pride in your appearance.”

“Em… I think Kile’s been arrested,” Alex added.

“Arrested?” Emara said, repeating the word a few
times before it finally sunk in. “Oh… oh, I get it. Why have you
been arrested? What did you do?”

“For starters, I supposedly kidnapped you.”

“Oh well, we know that didn’t happen,” Emara said
joyfully. Skipping around the table, she touched the shackles with
one finger and uttered a single word. The shackles broke off,
freeing Kile’s wrists. The guards didn’t exactly appreciate this
service, and they started to move in their direction.

“I don’t think you should have done that,” Kile
replied.

“Why, the last time you wanted me to remove your
shackles, and this time I did it without burning you, or squeezing
your wrists. You see, I told you I could do it, if I wasn’t
rushed.”

“Yeah, that was then, this is now, entirely
different situation,” Kile pointed out.

“Well, I can’t very well put them back on now, can
I? I haven’t really learned that one yet.”

“This is an outrage.” Drain shouted, rising from his
seat. “This is a mockery of the court. She has released the
prisoner.”

“Miss Lon,” Talormor shouted, nearly flying, and
probably did, across the floor to come up beside her. “You cannot
just release a prisoner during a trial.”

“Oh please,” She replied dismissively. “Kile didn’t
do anything wrong. It was all that Crowshade… person.”

“Ravenshadow,” Kile corrected her again.

“Crowshade, Ravenshadow, same difference. You
remember him, the guy in the drab clothing.”

“Well yeah, I remember him, but they don’t believe
he existed,” Kile said, waving her hand towards the Council.

“That is not the point, you don’t just release
prisoners,” Talormor shouted. He seemed to always be shouting.

“But is she a prisoner?” Master Adams asked, now
coming to his sense after watching the exchange between the two
girls. He set his chair upright, placed his papers back on the
table and fixed his glasses. “We know the Crown dropped all charges
against her, and I imagine, Mystic Talormor, the Tower will do the
same, now we know Miss Lon was never abducted, or at least, not by
Veller.”

“Is this true, Miss Lon?” Keel asked from his place
on the podium. He was now standing with the other. “Are you
claiming you were never abducted by Miss Veller?”

“What? Oh come on, do I look like a simpleton?”
Emara asked.

Kile couldn’t help notice Talormor wanted so
desperately to answer that question, but bit his tongue.

“Kile was already imprisoned for several days before
I was even captured, there was no way she had anything to do with
it. As I said already, if it wasn’t for her, I’d probably still be
there.”

“Law Master Keel.” Talormor said, addressing the
bench. “Under this new light of evidence, it is my belief the Tower
has no choice, but, to drop all charges against the Hunter
Veller.”

“So be it, it will be noted,” Keel remarked.

“I object.” Drain shouted again, jumping to his
feet. “This is an outrage. I demand order.”

“This is my court, Guild Councilmen Drain, do not
forget it.”

“My apologies, Law Master, but the Guild has not
dropped the charges against Veller. She is still on trial for the
deaths and disappearances of nearly twenty eight Hunters.”

“I find it difficult to believe Miss Veller was
responsible for those disappearances when she, herself, was
captured and imprisoned at the time, and may have, in fact, been
one of those Hunters who disappeared,” Master Adams quickly
replied.

“The Tower may take the word of this child as a
legitimate piece of evidence, but I… I mean, the Guild, does not,”
Drain announced. “How can we be sure? She says she spent the last
few weeks in Baxter’s Bay, and had no knowledge she was reported
missing, by the same Tower who believes her to be the next Magus. I
find this hard to swallow, and if we can’t believe her account of
the past few weeks, how are we to believe her testimony that Veller
was indeed imprisoned?”

“It is a fair question, Hunter Adams.” Keel replied.
“The Tower does not answer to the Guild, or to the Crown, and if
they wish to drop their charges based upon this girl’s testimony,
it is their right, but it does not change the fact Hunter Veller is
still facing charges placed by the Guild.”

“But sir, surely you can see by Mystic Lon’s
testimony, these charges are baseless.”

“Not without sufficient proof,” Keel replied.

“But then what proof has the Guild shown to
substantiate these charges?” Adams asked.

“We have been over this, Master Adams.” Keel
replied, and took his seat behind the bench. He looked a lot more
tired than he did before the hearing started. Running his fingers
through his hair, she slumped back in his chair. “Mystic Lon,” he
said, addressing the mystic. “Do you have any other evidence, which
supports your claim, you were imprisoned by this, Ravenshadow, and
Hunter Veller was with you at the time?”

“Evidence?” She asked.

“Yes, some collaborating testimony, or proof of what
you said, actually happened when and where you say it did.”

Emara laughed. “Well… yeah, just ask him, he was
there,” She said, pointing to Drain.

“This is outrageous, what kind of stunt is this?”
Drain shouted, jumping up from his seat once again.

“Emara, what are you saying?” Kile asked.

“Well, you wouldn’t have known, would you? I mean,
you were in the cell at the time, but when that creepy guy brought
me before Ravenshade, he was talking to that man right there. I’m
sure of it. I don’t know about what. When I was brought into the
room, he took one look at me and slithered out the other door with
his arms full of stuff.”

“Stuff, what stuff?” Kile asked.

“Kile, I’m supposed to be representing you in this
trial,” Master Adams said, placing a hand on her shoulder and
pushing her down in her chair.

“Sorry, sir.”

“Now, Mystic Lon, what stuff?”

“I can’t really say for sure, it looked like a pile
of clothing, but he did have a couple of… well, I can’t really call
them swords, they were too thin to be swords.”

“My Lann?” Kile asked, jumping up from her seat.
Master Adams pushed her back down.

“Mystic Lon, would this be what the man, you saw,
was carrying?” Keel asked, directing her attention to one of the
silent judges who was holding up the pair of Lann.

“Yeah, those things, same dark handles, same thin
blades. He had them on top of a pile of clothing when he ran out
the door.”

“Councilman Drain, what do you say of this?” Keel
asked.

“I know nothing about this. I don’t know what she’s
talking about,” Drain replied.

“These are some serious accusations she is
making.”

“And you believe her? Look at her Law Master, she is
a child, she doesn’t know what she is talking about. This is all
part of their conspiracy to get the Veller girl off. How can we
take someone like her seriously, she comes in here with her
outlandish clothing, her freaky make up and her pink hair and
suddenly we are to believe everything she says. I don’t see her as
being a very credible witness,” Drain replied.

“Is that so?” Emara asked, stepping out from behind
the table and moving to the center of the room.

Kile was afraid Emara was going to do something
rash, and she wasn’t the only one. Talormor looked worried and the
guards looked nervous. Smiling, Emara pulled back the cowl of her
robes. The shocking pink hair, Kile remembered, was now green, the
shade of summer grass.

“Odd you would remember the color of my hair, sir,”
she smiled.

“Your hair was pink when we were in the wastelands,”
Kile said

“Really, it was purple when I met her,” Alex chimed
in from his seat on the floor behind Kile.

“That’s not the point, Al,” Kile warned him

“As you see, I never like to keep the same color too
long… It’s just so… boring.” Emara replied.

“That doesn’t prove anything,” Drain shouted.

“From what I heard so far, I feel it’s enough,”
Master Keel said.

“What? You’re going to believe her word over
mine?”

“I am not taking anyone’s word for anything.” Keel
explained. “This new information changes things. It is not as cut
and dry as you would have led me to believe. I feel, for the time
being, until we can get this information into some proper order,
the accused… Miss Kile Veller, be sent back to her cell and Master
Drain be detained.”

“Detained?” Drain shouted.

“Until things can be cleared up, yes,” Keel said.
“Guards, see that Master Drain is secured in his chambers and that
Kill Veller is returned to her cell.”

“Well, that hardly seems fair,” Kile mumbled when
the guards got her to her feet and replaced the shackles. They were
going to take her back to her small ten foot square hole in the
ground while Andrew Drain was able to wait out this fiasco in his
luxurious chambers on the third floor.

“Don’t worry, Kile, everything will be alright,”
Master Adams said, collecting his papers from the table.

Kile only took a few steps on her journey, back to
her cell, when a loud pop, like the pulling of a cork from a wine
bottle, only much louder, echoed through the chambers. She turned
just in time to see a guard go sailing through the air and striking
the ground no more than a foot from the table she was sitting at.
Her first thought was Emara did something rash, but the young
mystic, as well as everyone else, was staring up at the judges
table.

“What happen?” She asked, no longer caring about the
guards, not that they cared about her at the moment.

“He’s influenced by the sphere of air,” Emara
shouted.

Kile wasn’t sure who Emara was referring too, until
she turned her attention to the front of the room. The stage, where
the judges once sat behind their table, was now completely cleared.
The table, the chairs, the judges and the guards had been swept off
and only Andrew Drain remained.

“What was that?” Master Adams asked.

“It’s a push spell,” Emara replied, “And a rather
powerful one at that.”

Well, that would make sense, Kile thought. Andrew
Drain was a Hunter and therefore would have to be influenced by one
of the spheres. Although, she wasn’t aware of any offensive air
skills, but, then again, what did she know about the mystic
arts?

More guards closed in on Drain, although they were
being a bit more cautious this time. The other Hunters, who made up
a good percentage of the spectators, were just watching and
waiting. Kile wasn’t sure what they were waiting for, but then, it
occurred to her, they were still upholding the code, even if Drain
wasn’t. They were not going to use their Edge on another Hunter. It
seemed pointless, and one good fire spell would have solved this
dilemma quickly.

Emara must have been thinking along the same lines.
She started to weave her own spell, and Kile held her breath, until
Mystic Talormor put a stop to it. Grabbing her arm, he broke her
concentration.

“This is not our problem,” he told her.

“What do you mean?” Emara asked, looking from the
mystic to Drain and the guards, who were slowly closing in on him.
“We can end this so no one gets hurt.”

“Mystics do not get involved with such matters.”
Talormor said. “This is the Hunter’s problem, let them deal with
it, we should be going.”

“But, Why?”

“Because, that is what the last Magus decreed,”
Talormor said.

“I say otherwise,” Emara challenged.

“You are not the Magus.”

“Not yet.”

The debate ended with another loud pop. The guards
must have gotten too close. This time Kile saw it play out before
her. She wasn’t sure if everyone could see the magic, or only her.
It was like a large translucent blue bubble which expanded from
within Drain and grew at an unbelievable rate, sweeping everything
aside. The guards appeared to fare better this time, since they
were only pushed back, and not thrown off their feet. It was clear,
Drain was losing power. He may only have one more push in him. Was
this what the Hunters were waiting for, Kile wondered? Did they
know the limitation of his Edge? If so, it still didn’t help the
guards.

“You have to stop this Andrew, before it’s too
late,” Keel shouted.

The Law Master was barely able to stand up,
clutching his left arm as blood trickled down his face. He had been
on the stage when Drain first used his Edge and must have taken one
hell of a hit.

“You don’t understand, Keel, it’s already too late.
It’s already begun.” Drain shouted, and then he was gone.

Kile didn’t need a mystic to tell her what this was,
invisibility, but not the limited kind Emara used, to get them out
of the stronghold, this was the real thing.

“Block the tunnels, don’t let him escape,” someone
yelled. The guards began to back off and cover the exits. The only
problem was, he wasn’t trying to escape, at least not yet. Andrew
Drain was moving towards the wounded Master Keel.

She could see him, or at least she knew where he
was. He was moving slowly among the few guards, who were now
converging on the stage in a vain attempt to locate him. They
couldn’t see him, but she could.

“Law Master Keel. Watch out,” she shouted.

Whether he heard her or not, it was difficult to
say. It was too noisy with the guards rushing around with their
arms stretched out in front of them, like some bizarre game of
blind man’s bluff.

One of the guards, who was assigned to escort her
back to her cell, grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. He
produced a key and quickly unlocked the shackles about her wrists,
letting them fall to the ground. She looked up, and although she
didn’t recognize the face, she knew the man.

Without hesitating, she turned and sprinted across
the open floor weaving her way through the guards until she reached
the stage. She was still tracking Drain who was now dangerously
close to Keel, and she knew she had to act quickly. Who knows, if
she saved his life, maybe he would go easy on her. She leapt up
onto the stage and threw her weight against absolutely nothing, yet
collided with a solid body. Drain reappeared beneath her, which was
fortunate, since she didn’t see the dagger in his hand while he was
invisible. He was surprisingly strong for an old man and she
gripped his wrist with both hands, to keep the blade at bay. The
guards were already moving towards them when she saw the blue
bubble building up inside him.

“Stay back,” she shouted, but it was too late.

There was that loud pop again, and she was surprised
at how fast he moved away from her, unfortunately, he was still
lying on the stage, which only meant, she was moving away from him,
straight up.

Her first thought was, how lucky she was the trial
was being held in the amphitheater, otherwise, the impact into the
ceiling would have probably crushed her. Of course, it also meant
she still had a long way to travel to get back to the floor.

She cursed loudly on the return trip, and watched
the stone floor rising up fast to meet her. It suddenly stopped
about a foot from her face. She hung in the air for a while until
she was gently lowered the rest of the way.

“Hey, it worked,” she heard Emara shout and the
brightly colored mystic rushed to her side, along with Alex.

“Geez Kile Girl, I didn’t know you could fly,” he
laughed.

“Very funny, Alex,” she replied, getting to her
feet. “Thanks Emara, I owe you one.”

“Who’s keeping track,” The mystic replied.

Kile quickly looked around the room, but could no
longer see Drain. “What about Keel?” She asked.

“The guards got him out, but they think Drain
escaped,” Alex informed her.

“How can a room full of Hunters, let one man
escape?” she asked.

“Well, I think most of the guards were a bit
distracted, when you went flying through the air like you did.”

“Thanks, Al.”

Kile fell into her Edge. Reaching out she connected
with every mouse, every rat, every cat, every dog, every bird she
could find and it didn’t take her long to locate Andrew Drain.

“Kile, are you alright?” Master Adams asked, running
up to her.

“Sir, where is the dining hall?” She asked him.

“Is this really a time to eat?” Emara asked.

“The dining hall, where is it in this building?”

“It’s on the second floor, lower east wing,” Master
Adams replied

“That’s where he is. He just passed the dining hall
and is now going through the kitchen.”

“How did you… never mind,” Adams said, waving it
off. “If you’re right, he’s going through the service entrance at
the back of the hall.”

“Then we cut him off,” Alex added.

“You can’t go anywhere, Kile, you’re still under
arrest,” Master Adams reminded her.

“I don’t care. I lost the assassin. I’m not losing
him too,” She said and started for the door.

“Wait, I can get us there faster,” Emara
replied.

“I thought you couldn’t get involved.”

“Well… yeah, but, that was before Master Talormor
fell asleep.”

Kile looked past Emara to where the old blue robed
mystic was lying across the table fast asleep. Emara just
shrugged.

“He looked tired.” She replied.

“Look Emara, thanks for the help and all but… your
aim isn’t all that good.”

“Oh come on Kile, I only have to drop us on the
other side of the building. I mean… sure I missed the mark the
first time, but that was across two provinces, this is only one
street.”

“She’s good in short jumps,” Alex replied. “She kind
of helped me out with a few of my deliveries. You know, so I could
get them done with faster so that we could…”

Emara looked at Alex, who quickly shut up. That was
the first time Kile ever saw Alex silenced.

“Okay, if you really think you can get us there, we
don’t have much time.”

“Sure I can, just hang on,” Emara said, grabbing
Kile’s hand.

“Kile, you can’t go, you’re still under arrest,”
Master Adams protested.

“Fine, then as my court representative, you’re
coming with us,” She replied grabbing his arm. Before he could say
anything else they were pulled through that hole in reality.
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Emara was true to her word. She did get them to the
other side of the building faster than if they had gone the long
route, but didn’t quite make it to the ground, and they dropped the
last three feet into a back alley.

“I hate the mystic arts.” Kile grumbled, getting to
her feet

“Where are we?” Alex asked.

It was a long narrow lane, banked by an eight foot
wall along one side, and the back of a row of buildings along the
other. Doors led out into the alley, but they were all closed, and
with good reason. The pungent aroma of trash filled the air.

“We’re in the service alley behind the Guild Hall.”
Master Adams replied slowly getting to his feet. He peeled off what
appeared to be a discarded banana skin from his shirt.

“This is gross,” Emara shouted. “My robe is
getting…”

Kile quickly clamped her hand over the mystic’s
mouth.

“Quite, we’re not alone,” she whispered.

“What can you hear?” Master Adams asked.

“Not hear, smell.”

“Smell, the only thing I smell is week old garbage,”
Alex complained while holding his nose.

“Uhyre,” She whispered.

“Uhyre? In Littenbeck? Are you sure, Kile?” Adams
asked.

“Believe me, sir, that is one smell I will not soon
forget.”

Alex quietly sneaked a look around the corner, down
the service alley off to the right.

“I don’t know about the uhyre.” He said when he
returned. “But there are at least five guys standing around down
there, all dressed in robes, and one of them is quite large.”

“How did they get into Littenbeck? How did they get
past the guards?” Adams asked.

“Probably the same way we did,” Kile replied.

“That would mean one of them is a mystic.”

“Mystic…” Emara shouted in anger and Kile had to
cover her mouth again.

“If the mystics are working with the uhyre, this is
bad.” Adams added.

Emara glared at Kile and waited for her to remove
her hand from her mouth.

“The mystics are not working with the uhyre. Mystics
do not get involved.” Emara protested.

“Mystics or not, we need to wait for back up,” Adams
replied.

“No time,” Alex said, waving them forward. “There’s
Drain now. He’s coming out of the back door.”

“Good, saves us the trouble of going in after him,”
Kile replied.

Adams turned to look at Kile. “You are forgetting
your lessons,” he told her.

“What, it’s simple. We set up an ambush. He has to
pass through here. It’s the only way out. We have him blocked in.
We can jump them when they get into the alley.”

“Jump them, with what? In case you haven’t noticed,
we are not armed.” Master Adams pointed out.

She knew there was something she overlooked. The
only thing she could think of was getting Drain, she neglected the
fact her weapons were now in the custody of the Guild Council.

“You’re Hunters. Don’t you guys have swords or
anything?” Emara asked.

“I’m not a field Hunter and Kile’s a convict.” Adams
replied. “Besides, no weapons are allowed in the court room. What
about you Alex?”

“Sorry, sir, they don’t really like anyone carrying
weapons through the streets of Baxter’s Bay,” he replied meekly

“Then it’s back to what I said earlier. Our best
course of action is to retreat and observe. We can at least gather
information.” Adams said, and started back down the alley towards
the open streets of Littenbeck.

It was the most practical idea, she thought, looking
towards the streets. It was also a means of escape, not only for
Drain but for her. Of course, they couldn’t really pin anything on
her now, not with the Councilman’s conduct in the courtroom, but
she couldn’t take that chance. They could slip out of the alley,
watch to see where Drain goes and then Master Adams can report back
to the Guild while she made herself scarce. She would have to go
back to Azintar first, to get Grim, then there was Vesper, she
couldn’t leave him behind. Somehow, the whole idea of running away
was just not very convenient at the moment. She turned her
attention back to the alley and towards the Guild Hall.

“So much for that idea,” Kile replied “You with me
Emara?”

“Of course I am.” Emara replied, standing beside
Kile.

“What about you, Alex?”

“What do you need me to do?” The smaller Hunter
asked.

She thought for a moment, and then it occurred to
her. It was simple.

“Give me a wall.” She said, and then fell into her
Edge.

 


When Andrew Drain turned the corner, he was stopped
by a solid brick wall which now blocked his path.

“What is the meaning of this?” He asked, looking
around for another means of escape, but there were none. With the
high wall on his left and the tall buildings on his right, the only
way out was the way he came in, and it wouldn’t be long before the
Hunters made that way impassable as well.

Kile stood on the opposite side of the new brick
wall, watching Drain. It was like looking at him through a sheet of
water as the illusionary bricks shimmered before her. It wouldn’t
stop Drain and his men, if they tried to pass through it, but it
was impressive.

The men were dressed in matching long black robes.
Was it some form of solidarity with their master, Ravenshadow, or
did one of the local stores have a sale? Three of them were uhyre,
valrik, more than likely. The black robes couldn’t hide their
distinctively long arms, or their large bare feet, not to mention
their rather pungent smell which overpowered even the garbage. The
forth robed figure was of average size, and must be a vir and
possibly the mystic who transported them into the alley in the
first place. But if he was, then why didn’t he just transport them
out? He appeared confused, but was studying the wall with an
educated eye. It wouldn’t take him long to recognize a simple
illusion. The fifth, and largest member of the group, towered over
the rest. He stood nearly seven feet tall and lumbered about behind
the others. There was no doubt in Kile’s mind, he had to be of the
uhyre as well.

“Now what?” Adams asked.

That was a very good question.

Alex was able to hide them behind his illusionary
wall, and Emara could mask their voices, but for how long and which
would fail first?

“Reinforcements,” Kile replied.

“It’s a little late for that,” Adams told her.

“Not really, they’re already here.”

He turned around slowly, and saw four large mangy
dogs enter the alley behind him. They eyed suspiciously when they
passed, but didn’t seem to take much interest. They stood silently
on either side Kile.

“Okay, reinforcements.” He said, stepping up behind
her. “We might actually have a chance, but we’ll have to deal with
the mystic first.” He told her.

“Already taken care of,” She replied. “I’m more
worried about the large thing in the back.”

Adams slowly removed his glasses. Folding them up,
he tucked them into the top pocket of his shirt, then straightened
out his jacket.

“Let me worry about him,” he told her.

Turning, Kile looked at him. “Are you sure, sir?”
she asked.

“I’m sure,” He replied with a grin.

“Okay, they’re in position, you can drop it now,
Alex.” she said.

Alex released his hold on the wall and it faded out
of existence, leaving the two groups staring at one another across
the alley.

“You,” Drain shouted.

“Now,” Kile replied.

Before anyone could move, three feral cats leapt
from the high wall onto the back of the black robed mystic. The man
screamed as he flailed around, trying to detach the animals which
were determined not to let go. The dogs charged forward, easily
taking out two of the valriks. Emara dispatched of the third with a
spell Kile couldn’t identify, but it sent the robed valrik through
the air a good forty foot before he bounced off the wall and into a
trash can. Three Alexes appeared around larger uhyre, keeping him
distracted as Master Adams charged in. The bookish Hunter clenched
his fist, and with one punch, lifted the large uhyre off the ground
and sent him flying into the side of the building. Drain made a
retreat back down the alley with Kile in pursuit.

She chased him back into the Guild Hall and down the
service corridor when she saw him duck into the kitchen. She was
reaching for the door when she caught the scent of heavy air. It
was like the coming of a thunderstorm. Diving to one side, she
barely managed to avoid being struck by the kitchen door as it blew
off its hinges, slamming into the wall on the opposite side of the
hall. She waited a moment before quickly ducking into the room,
diving behind the kitchen cabinets as Drain released another one of
his push spells. There was a loud pop, and it blew off what little
remained on the counter tops, and even managed to shift a few of
the cabinets, although it wasn’t as strong as the last one. It
would appear his Edge had its limits.

He was old, he was out of shape, he probably hadn’t
had this much exercise in quite some time. He might be good for one
more push, but then his Edge would be depleted. He would be
defenseless, she thought. Then she heard the unmistakable sound of
a sword being drawn from its sheath. Well, maybe defenseless was
too strong a word.

“Come out, so we can finish this,” he called to
her.

Searching among the debris of the kitchen, she
stopped when her hands felt the bristles of a broom. Pulling it
towards her, she broke off the head and gripped the shaft with both
hands.

“So, why did you do it?” She asked, getting to her
feet. “Why side with him? Why side with Ravenshadow? Why frame me
for the killings?”

“Why? You have to ask why… I thought you would have
figured it all out by now.” Drain said, extending his sword towards
her.

He was measuring his circle of defense. She came
around the corner of the cabinet gripping the broom handle. At
least the battlefield he choice was free of any obstacle. His
Hunter’s Edge saw to that. Quite literally, he pushed all the
tables and chairs of the dining hall into the walls, blocking off
the three sets of doors which entered the room.

“Ravenshadow and Prince Jonland are the same.” She
said, standing across from him.

“So, you did figure it out,” he grinned.

“That was the easy part,” she replied. “But it still
doesn’t explain, why my? What did I do?”

“I’m afraid, child, you were just a means to an
end.”

“What do you mean?”

“It wasn’t anything personal,” Drain said with a
shrug. “Well, maybe it was for that little bastard, but for the
most part, you were just the right tool to shift the power within
the Council.”

“That’s it… it was all political, just so you could
control the Council.”

“He who controls the Council, controls the Hunters,”
Drain replied.

“So.”

“You still don’t get it, do you?” He laughed.
“You’re just like everyone else. You don’t see the big picture. You
don’t see what’s happening outside your own little world until it’s
too late. Well, I hate to tell you this, honey, but it’s already
too late. I might not have been able to bring down the Hunters, but
I crippled them enough.”

“Crippled them, for what?”

“Sorry, the time for talk is over, the least I can
do is to get rid of you.” He said.

It was the classic first maneuver taught at the
Academy, the one Kile had come to call, the two handed over the
head killing blow. It was quite pathetic, unless it made contact,
in which case, it was quite effective. She flipped the broom
handled around, deflecting the attack with ease. Spinning past him,
she countered with a blow to the back of his leg, dropping Drain to
one knee. She thought she had him, until he disappeared. It was a
little aspect of his Edge she forgot, but then, he must have
forgotten who tackled him on the stage.

She danced this dance with Carter back at the
Academy. Even if Carter’s invisibility was limited, it didn’t
change the fact he couldn’t hide from her, and neither could
Drain.

Backing away, she gave the old man some room and he
began to circle her. The idea was not to follow him with her eyes,
but with her other senses. She could smell him, a pungent smell of
coal oil, pork and sweat. She could hear him, his heavy rasping
breath as he gasped for air, the quick beating of an unhealthy
heart. She could feel him, his heavy footsteps vibrating on the
floor. She was just glad she couldn’t taste him.

He moved behind her and came in with a low thrust.
Spinning, she knocked the blade aside and followed through,
bringing the broom handle down across the back of his head. It
snapped on impact. Andrew Drain reappeared, sprawled out on the
kitchen floor. She kicked the sword out of his reach, but he was
getting up anytime soon.

People were approaching now, better late than never,
she thought. Pulling up one of the chairs, she took a seat and
waited. There was no place she could run. She could only hope this
all counted for something.

The first Hunter to get through one of the
obstructed doors was Samuel Grey. He looked at her, and then at
Andrew Drain who was still sprawled out on the floor. She wasn’t
sure what the he was going to do, or what he planned to do as two
more Hunters came in behind him. Another door was pushed in by a
fourth Hunter, who she didn’t recognize, but the last door gave way
to Master Folkstaff followed by Erin Silvia. Finally, some friendly
faces.

Erin was the first to approach.

“You alright?” she asked.

“I suppose,” Kile replied, playing with the end of
the broom handle, until she suddenly remembered she left her
friends fighting a group of uhyre. “Master Adams needs help.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Adams said, entering through the
kitchen door. He was a bit ruffled with his hair out of place and
his shirt untucked, but no worse for a back alley brawl. He pulled
his glasses from his top pocket and wiped them with the tail of his
shirt before putting them back on.

“What about Emara and Alex?” she asked.

“They’re just helping the other Hunters clear away
the ruffians,” he assured her. “You handled yourself pretty well
out there… and in here too it seems.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t have much of a choice,” she
said, getting to her feet, but then she never seemed to be given
any choices. “Am I still under arrest?” she asked.

“Well, technically, yes.” Folkstaff answered. “Only
the Law Master can reverse that decision, but I don’t see it as
being a problem.”

“So, Master Keel is alright?” she asked.

“Daniel was seeing to him, when I left,” Erin
replied. “But he should be alright.”

“I have no doubt you will receive a full pardon, and
be reinstated into the Guild.” Master Adams added. “I would even go
as far as to say, a Fourth Level Certification could be in your
near future.”

“You can keep it, I’m finished.” She heard herself
reply. She wasn’t sure where that came from, but once she said it,
it felt so right.

“What are you saying Kile?” Master Adams asked.

“I don’t want it. I don’t want anything more to do
with the Guild, I’m through, I quit. I joined, because I thought,
being a part of something like the Hunters would mean something,
well, it does. It means back stabbing, corruption, distrust, greed,
politics, it means turning a blind eye to people in need because
they’re not of the proper social status or they can’t afford the
ridiculous fees. If that’s what being a Hunter is all about, I
don’t want any part of it.”

“But, Kile.”

“No, all I wanted was to do some good in this world.
To prove to myself and to others, I wasn’t as useless as they all
thought I was. Where did it get me? I don’t belong here anymore
than I belonged at the Academy or back home. I know that now, so, I
quit.”

She tossed the broom handle behind her, making sure
it hit Drain. Turning her back on the Hunters, she headed out
through the kitchen door and back out to the alley, back to the
streets of Littenbeck.

 


“There you are,” Master Adams said when entered the
Guild Hospital.

Kile was sitting up in one of the hospital beds,
reading a first aide manual with Vesper curled up in her lap. It
was strongly advised she not leave the city until everything was
squared away. With nothing else to do and no place else to go, this
was as good as anything.

She briefly looked up from her book.

“You will be happy to know, all the charges have
been dropped and you have been officially reinstated as a
Hunter.”

“Wonderful,” She said with little enthusiasm and
returned to her book.

“You are also to report to the Guild Council at your
earliest convenience.” Adams added.

“Why?”

“If you truly wish to leave the Guild, you will have
to give them an explanation,” he explained.

“More forms to fill out, I suppose.” She said,
closing the book and setting it on the side table.

“So it's true, you really are leaving?” Daniel
asked.

He was dressed in his white hospital robes and
looked very much at home in this setting. He was busy all afternoon
tending the injuries that occurred during Kile’s trial the day
before, and had little time to speak with her, or talk her out of
leaving.

“As soon as I can,” she replied.

“I guess I’m not really surprised,” he said with a
shrug.

“Will they let me keep Grim?” she asked.

“You’ll have to make a formal request.” Adams
replied. “But I can’t see why they wouldn’t. It’s not like anyone
else wants him.”

She slid off the side of the bed and came face to
face with Daniel.

“I’ll wait for you outside.” Master Adams said, and
made a discreet exit.

“Why aren’t you surprised I’m leaving?” She asked
Daniel once Master Adams was out of the ward.

“It’s what I’ve been saying all along, what I tried
to tell you the night of our graduation. You’ve changed, Kile, and
I’m not sure if it’s for the better. You’ve been walking a fine
line between two worlds. Maybe you’ve finally stepped over that
line.”

Stepped over or tripped over, she wasn’t really
sure.

“What? So you’re saying I’m more of a wild animal
than a vir?”

“No, I wouldn’t go that far, but you seem to be more
in tuned with the natural world than with ours.”

“And is that such a bad thing?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “I
guess you’re going to have to find out on your own.”

“You could always come with me,” she added.

“What?”

“Sure, think about it. We could travel to the
mountains or the seas, or better yet, there are these lush green
lands beyond the wasteland. We can go there, just you and me. See
places no one else has ever seen before. Think about it, it would
be wonderful.”

“I can’t leave,” he said, shaking his head again.
“They need me here, they need you here.”

“They don’t need me. They’ve been trying to get rid
of me since the entry examination.”

“Things have changed, Kile. The last couple of
months really shook up the Hunter’s Guild, what with the deaths and
disappearances. There has been a mass exodus. Quite a few Hunters
have abandoned their posts.”

“It can’t be that many.”

“Not according to the last figures I’ve heard. There
has also been a reduction in the number of new cadets. If this
keeps up, there may not be a Guild left in a couple of months.”

Crippled, the word came back to her. Andrew Drain
crippled the Hunter’s Guild, but he never did get around to telling
her why.

“Well then, I guess my leaving isn’t going to make
that much of a difference.” She said, grabbing the courier bag from
where it hung on the end of the bed. Vesper quickly jumped in as
she slung it over her shoulder. “I suppose I’ll be seeing you
around then.”

“Take care Kile.”

Crossing the room, she exited the hospital, stepping
once again into the streets of Littenbeck. Four years ago, she came
here, all the way from Riverport. She ran away from home to join
the Hunters. From the day that nine year old girl was found sitting
on a rock she wanted to be a Hunter, now she was back in Littenbeck
and all she wanted was to leave the Guild. Funny how the one thing
she always wanted was now the one thing she wanted no part of.

Master Adams rose from the bench he was sitting on
beside the door. “So, what are you planning on doing once you leave
the Guild?” he asked.

“Haven’t really given it much thought,” she
replied.

“Well, there are a lot of opportunities out there. I
suppose you could always go back home, back to Riverport.”

“Doubt it,” she told him. “I’m not really wanted
there anymore than I’m wanted anywhere else. I suppose I’ll to go
back to Coopervill, I have a few debts I have to pay off first,
maybe I’ll wait out the winter there before I…”

Before she what? Before she attempts to cross the
wastelands? Was that what she was going to say? Was she really
planning on doing it? Crossing that stretch of dessert was not
something to be taken lightly. They say, no one has ever succeeded,
but then again, if someone did get cross, she seriously doubted
they would risk crossing it again just to tell everyone.

“You never told me how you managed to take out that
big uhyre in the alley.” She said, changing the subject.

“Why so surprised, I am a Hunter after all,” Adams
replied.

“Well, yeah, I know, but as you said, you’re not a
field Hunter. I just assumed that…”

“That I couldn’t take care of myself in the wild,
that’s why I returned to the Academy to teach,” he finished for
her.

“Well… yeah, something like that.”

“As a matter of fact, I was a field Hunter at one
time, right after I got out of the Academy. I spent nearly six
years in the field. I even received my Level Four
Certification.”

“What happened?” She asked.

There was a long pause before he finally
answered.

“I guess you can say… I lost my Edge.” He
laughed.

“Lost your Edge?”

“Well, more like I lost control of my Edge. You see,
I’m influenced by the sphere of earth and my Edge allows me to…
well, it’s hard to explain, but I can generate bursts of strength
when I need to. I got into an altercation which… resulted in the
death of another Hunter.”

“I’m sorry.”

“There was a trial and I was cleared of the charges.
It was deemed an accident, but it shouldn’t have happened. I
haven’t used my Edge since, well, since the fight in the alley. I
have to say it was… kind of fun to be out there again.”

“Morgan told me something once. He said power you
don’t learn to control is uncontrollable. Did you ever think about
returning to your mystic for a refresher course?” she asked.

“I haven’t really thought about it much,” he replied
with a shrug.

“So, there’s no plan on ditching the teaching gig
and getting back on the road?”

“No plan at all.” He said with a grin. “I enjoy
teaching, watching the next group of Hunters come up through the
ranks to make their mark.”

“I guess I’m a disappointment, then,” she said.

Master Adams stopped walking.

“Do you really think that?” He asked.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t know what to think
anymore,” she replied.

“You know, Kile, you’ve put up with a lot of abuse
from a lot of people since I’ve known you, and from what I’ve seen,
the worst of them… was you.”

“What?”

“You’ve spent so much time trying to prove to
everyone you’re not useless, you’ve failed to see it yourself.”

They walked in silence up the front steps of the
Guild Hall, where Master Adams stopped in front of a plain looking
door.

“You have to go in alone,” He said, pushing the door
open.

“Thank you, sir, for everything.”

The room was dark, but then, most of the places she
associated with the Guild, were dark. It was almost like they only
existed in the shadows. She could still make out the Council’s
bench and the chairs, but there was nobody occupying them this
time. She was starting to think it was some kind of a trick, until
she picked up a familiar scent.

“Hello, sir.” She said. “I’m not really sure what
name I’m supposed to use. Is it Morgan, Luke, Mathew, or something
else entirely?”

A shadow appeared to move and take shape. He looked
very much like he had the first time she saw him in the stables,
nearly four years ago. She was fourteen at the time and Garret
Treeman was showing them around the compound. He was dressed in the
same ill fitted threadbare jacket and knee high boots. His long
hair, now blonde, was tied back in a tail.

“So, it’s Luke,” she said.

He smiled. “I figured this face would be easier for
you to talk to.”

“What do you really look like, then?” she asked.

He laughed. “I have actually changed my appearance,
so many times, I don’t know anymore. I believe this is close to my
true form, or as close as I can remember.” He said.

“I thought I was supposed to talk to the Guild
Council.” She said, gesturing towards the empty bench.

“Contrary to popular belief, I am still the Guild
Council. Granted, I was rather lax when it came to running the
place. I placed my trust in Andrew, in spite of what I thought of
him, and true to form, he betrayed me. He manages to sway most of
the members to his side, so he could seize power. But now, with him
now being incarcerated, the members are falling over themselves to
point fingers and pass blame in a vain attempt to plead their cases
and ask for forgiveness.”

He sat down and nodded towards one of the chairs,
but she refused.

“I don’t think we have much to talk about,” she
said.

“So, you’re set on leaving the Guild?”

“It’s not like any of you wanted me here in the
first place.”

“Well, that’s not entirely true.” He said, leaning
back in the chair. “If I didn’t want you here, would I have
sponsored you?”

“You sponsored me?”

“Of course I did.”

“But I thought Erin…”

“Oh, she did as well. I didn’t know she was going to
go through with it at the time, otherwise, I would have let her put
your name forth on her own, not that it really mattered all that
much.”

“But why would you sponsor me? You didn’t know me?
You’ve never even seen me until the day of the examination.”

“Please, I’ve been to Riverport on numerous
occasions, and I know a potential Hunter when I see one.”

“You’ve been to Riverport?” she asked with a note of
skepticism.

“There aren't too many places I haven't been at
least once. I went to Riverport as a traveling entertainer once,
and you were very inquisitive about the world outside of Riverport,
if I remember. I swear, you would have probably stayed there,
listening to me ramble on, if your father didn’t come to take you
back home.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s not for us to understand.” He said, shaking
his head. “I feel there are things in motion, things we cannot see,
but they are getting closer. I don’t know what it is, or what will
happen, but I feel you will be a part of it.”

“I don’t want to be a part of it.”

“That is, of course, your decision.” He said, and a
wistful smile crossed his lips.

“What… what’s so funny?” she asked.

“You remind me of her.”

“Of who?”

“Risa Ta’re.”

Kile hadn’t thought of that painting since the day
it was destroyed in the fire, but it came back to her as if she was
staring at it at that moment. She could remember every color, every
brush-stroke, and every detail of the sad maiden in the forest. Was
that why she had connected with the painting, because there was
some kind of bond between them? She now carried Risa’s weapon, or
at least, she did until they were taken from her.

“Not so much in appearance.” Luke said, shaking her
back to reality. “I mean, she was an Alva after all, and you’re
Orceen, but definitely in attitude. She was always very
stubborn.”

“You knew her?”

“Of course I knew her, I knew her… quite well.” He
said, and a dark cloud passed over his eyes. How well did he know
her? What happened between them? What happened to her? “That is not
what is important.” He said, as if answering her unasked questions.
“What is important is the here and now, and that is the Guild.”

“Drain said he wanted to cripple the Guild. He has,
hasn’t he?”

“Well, that’s putting it mildly, but that’s not to
say the Guild won’t bounce back. We’ve done it numerous times
before, we’ll do it again. Hopefully, we’ll learn something from
this.”

“I don’t see what this has to do with me.” She
replied. “I mean, you seem to know what you’re doing and you have
more than enough qualified Hunter’s to help you.”

“True… and maybe not. Do you remember what you told
me during your second year, about tradition?”

“No.”

“Okay, let me try that again. Do you remember what
you told a young boy by the fence, during Sir Oblum’s speech to the
new recruits at the beginning of your second year?”

“That was you?”

“How else do you expect me to know what’s going on
at the Academy?” he laughed. “But, that doesn’t matter. You told
me, just because it’s always been done, doesn’t make it right, it
just makes it repetitive, and I asked you if you would change it,
if you had the power, would you change the tradition, and you told
me you would. Did you mean it?”

“Well, yeah of course.”

“I need fresh minds, fresh ideas. Most of the cadets
I’ve seen have already been conditioned. They follow the traditions
blindly without even knowing what they mean, or where they came
from. You, you rail against tradition and the stale ways.”

“Yeah, and that’s what’s always gotten me into
trouble. I fear if I was a bit more traditional it wouldn’t have
gotten this far.”

“You may be right.” He said, getting up from his
seat and walking to the far side of the room. “Anyway, wherever
you’re journeying may take you, you’ll be needing these.” He said
and carefully lifted up a bundle, wrapped in a cloth and presented
it to her. She already knew what they were before she flipped back
the cloth to see the dark worn wooden handles.

“But sir…”

“I gave these to you, not because you were a Hunter,
but because of who you were. They’re still yours, Kile, regardless
of what you choose to do from this day on.”

She took hold of the handles and let the cloth slide
away, revealing the blades once again. She missed the feeling of
them.

“Thank you, sir.” She replied, slipping them back
into their sheath.

He held open the chamber doors for her as she
stepped back out into the hall.

“So, if you don’t mind me asking, what are your
plans for the future?”

“To tell you the truth, I don’t know. I was planning
on going back to Coopervill for a spell, but I don’t think I could
stay around there for very long. I might just see what the wild has
in store for me.”

Luke pushed open the great golden doors which lead
out into the city of Littenbeck. The once quiet evening wasn’t as
quite as Hunters, guards and a few civilians clamored about the
streets. Something was happening, which Kile couldn’t see as
throngs of spectators flocked upon the courtyard.

Luke, who had somehow turned from the mysterious
stable hand to Guild Master Latherby in the short distance between
the threshold and the top of the stairs, descended into the
streets. The Hunters, upon seeing him, started to move aside and
Kile followed in his wake. It reminded her of the day, back in
Coopervill so long ago, when the Hunter, Marcus Taylor stood upon
the stone dais holding up the trophy he won. It was the severed
head of an Ogre. But there were no cheers or loud praising from
this crowd. There was only an uneasy feeling, and whispers which
were passed from one mouth to another’s ear.

“What is going on here?” Mathew asked, breaking
through the wall of spectators. Kile managed to slip past him and
wished she hadn’t.

“Rick,” She exclaimed, running to the Hunter’s side.
He was stretched out on the dirty streets of Littenbeck. Kneeling
down beside him, she took his hand. He was cold and pale. “Rick,
what happen?”

“Kile… you’re… alright?”

“Yes, of course I’m alright, what happen to you?”
she asked.

He tried to talk, but the effort was too much. Each
breath caused him to gasp and each gasp caused him pain.

“Coop… vill… gone.”

“Don’t talk, save your energy.” She told him. Was it
because she thought it would do him good, or was it because she
didn’t want to hear was he was going to say?

“Move aside, let him through,” someone shouted and
the sea of people parted.

Daniel knelt beside Rick and began to pull open the
Hunter’s shirt. Kile didn’t have to ask how bad it was, she could
see for herself. Daniel closed his eyes and looked away.

“You have to help him,” she told him.

“Kile… I’ll try.” He replied reluctantly and fell
into his Edge.

She could see the blue strands of his art at work
and they flowed through Rick’s body. She could even smell the magic
as it began to fill the air, like the smell of the open sea.
Whatever Daniel was doing, it must be working. Rick’s breathing
slowed and he was able to take deeper breaths without pain.

By now, the Hunters moved the spectators back,
giving the young healer the time and the space he needed. Only
Master Latherby was aloud to get any closer. He knelt down beside
Rick.

“What happened son?” He asked.

“Sir… the west… has fallen.”

His words were carried through the crowd as those in
the front were forced to repeat it to those in the back.

“What news is there?” He asked.

“Uhyre… thousands… over ran… Denal… Shrop… Noxton…
Coopervill… gone… attacked. Kile… safe?”

“Yes. Yes, I’m safe.” She said, holding his hand
tighter, but he was no longer holding hers. She looked up at
Daniel.

“I’m sorry. There was nothing I could do.” He said,
shaking his head.

“It’s alright, you did what you could.” Mathew
replied, gripping Daniel’s shoulder.

“Kile?”

“She’ll be alright, go back to the hospital, there
is much to do.”

By now the crowd was breaking up, they had seen what
they wanted to see. They saw a young Hunter die in the streets of
Littenbeck.

Kile looked up at the Guild Master.

“Sir,” she said. “Sir, I wish to return to the
Guild.”
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