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A gentle spring wind blew through the open
window, the first spring wind after a long and difficult winter.
Kile shielded her eyes against the morning light. She wasn’t ready
to get up, not after last night.

-Kile, awake?-

His voice echoed inside her skull, reminding
her of how much she hated mornings.

“No, Vesper, I’m still asleep,” she told the
yarrow, who, for some reason, didn’t believe her.

-Kile look different.-

Peeking out from between her fingers, she
looked at the small white rodent who was sitting on her chest. He
cocked his head from one side to the other, as if trying to figure
out what he was looking at.

-Kile look different,- he said again, and in
his words, all she could see were lush green fields.

He must have been longing for the spring as
much as she was. But the spring brought something different for
her. It brought an end to her time in the Tower. She wasn’t sure if
she was relieved or scared. The Tower, even in its chaos, offered
sanctuary. Was she so eager to leave it?

“Vesper, it’s early,” she told the
yarrow.

-Bored,- he said.

She knew he was bored, ever since they came
to the Tower, and that was three months ago. She didn’t think it
was wise for him to go exploring as he usually did. The Tower was
not like any other place they stayed at. For starters, one could
easily get lost just walking to the next room. It was a tangled
maze of corridors and hallways with doors leading absolutely
nowhere. Once you entered, there was no way out. Emara tried to
explain it to her. It had something to do with the constant
experiments that were performed in the Tower over the years. They
somehow warped reality. The mystics grew accustomed to it over
time, but outsiders, like Kile, were bound to get lost at least
once a day. And what of those experiments? Clouds of purple smoke
filled the halls. Loud screeches could be heard in the middle of
the night and flashing balls of light danced on the ceiling, and
somehow, this was considered normal.

It was during her first week at the Tower
when she spotted Vesper, flying through the halls, the unwilling
victim of a wayward experiment. She barely caught him before he
flew out the window. From that point on, she figured it was safer
to keep the yarrow with her, but that wasn’t always possible.
Sometimes she had to risk leaving him with Emara while she,
herself, played the victim of one of those so-called normal
experiments.

Morgan’s simple little tests were not as
simple as he led her to believe. At first, they were quite mundane
and reminded her of her days back at the Academy, when Morgan was
her mystic’s art instructor. He was the one who discovered she
could speak with animals and commune with nature. He was also the
one who taught her how to use the Maligar, a skill she would rather
not have learned, and yet, it was the one skill she needed to
understand. During the experiments, she was forced to give herself
over to it, to use it, but she refused to use it on any living
thing. Instead, she would only use it on herself. It wasn’t what
Morgan had in mind, but even he understood the risks. Over the last
few days, she’d pushed her consciousness to the limit, exposing
herself to the Maligar. The more she did, the more she witnessed
things she did not understand, saw things she could not explain,
and visited places she wished never to see again. But, through it
all, she was always able to keep her sanity. She never once went
feral, at least, not intentionally.

That was the second part of her training:
the part where she released her wild side and let it run amok, but
even then, she was still able to maintain some control. Those
experiments were conducted by Vanessa, a mystic Kile met briefly
back at the Academy. Vanessa spent most of her life studying the
natural world and searching for a way to communicate with it, which
is what brought them together in the first place. During those
experiments, Kile would simply let herself go. It was a liberating
experience, one where she didn’t have to hold back if she didn’t
want to. At first, it was difficult. The vir side of her was
intimidated and kept pulling her back to reality, but once her
feral side took over, once she learned she could return whenever
she wanted, she was more uninhibited. She would often spend hours
among the animals of the menagerie as if she was one of them.

Even though the experiments appeared
successful, even though she seemed in control, she still wasn’t
sure. There were two conditions that couldn’t be tested. The first
was Umingoth. The dragon had done something to her mind. He broke
it, or so he said. He did it to keep her from losing herself to the
darkness, but even he didn’t know what lasting effects that would
have. The second was the Valgar. Only when they were around, did
she feel herself slipping into the dark places of her mind… where
she’d lose her identity. Without one of the saladogs to experiment
with, she couldn’t really say she was ready. It wasn’t as if Morgan
could go down to the local pet shop and pick one up. They had been
scarce since her excursion into the wastelands, or at least, so
she’d heard.

Several weeks had passed since she received
any news from the front, not that she expected to be kept up to
date on everything that was going on. Since her confinement within
the Tower, her only real means of information with the outside
world was through Alex’s letters to Emara. Now that he was no
longer a Hunter, and spent his days entertaining pub hoppers in
Baxter’s Bay, he no longer had connections within the Guild.
Instead of troop movements and military rumors, the letters he sent
were more about spring fashion and celebrity gossip.

Kile peeked out from between her fingers
again, only to find Vesper staring at her. It was no use, she
realized. She would have to get up. The yarrow jumped off as she
sat up and swung her legs out of bed. Rubbing her eyes, she waited
until the room came into focus before she risked getting to her
feet.

Emara had insisted Kile sleep in her room
during her stay at the Tower. At first, she was reluctant to share
a room with the mystic, but her only alternative was the common
room with the rest of the apprentices. Since she had no skills in
the mystic arts and didn’t trust them to begin with, staying with
fifty-odd students who were still learning to control them didn’t
appeal to her. As it turned out, she spent most of her time alone
anyway. Emara was often busy with her lessons or dealing with the
burdens of being the next Grand Magus. She hadn’t received the
title yet, but she was already starting to take on some of the
responsibilities. The only time Kile ever saw the mystic was in the
evening when they dined together in her room and exchanged stories
about what they did that day.

As for Emara’s room, it wasn’t all that big,
at least not for someone who would be the next Grand Magus. It was,
however, twice the size of the room Kile had at the Bird and Bay,
back in Coopervill, and nearly four times the size of her dorm at
the Academy. What made it odd, though, was the shape. It was round,
but most of the rooms within the Tower were round, which really
didn’t make much sense when she thought about it. The floor plan
shouldn’t work. Even the height of the rooms was out of proportion.
They were too tall and should have invaded the floors above, yet
they didn’t.

Lighting was provided by one of those
strange dancing balls of light that hung in the air, defying the
laws of nature. Kile never trusted it. She would lie in bed at
night, staring at it, waiting for it to fall. One of these days,
she thought, it would come crashing to the ground and set the floor
on fire, but being the Tower, it could just as well turn the floor
to ice.

Logic had no place in the Tower.

Stretching, she ran her fingers through her
hair. It was shorter now, shorter than she had expected. Emara saw
to that. Last night they sat up talking about, well, everything. It
started with Morgan’s tests and segued into Alex’s latest letter.
At one point during the conversation, the young mystic talked her
into doing something different with her hair. What possessed her to
agree, she couldn’t say. It might have had something to do with the
strange brew Emara mixed up earlier that evening.

Never accept a potion from a mystic.

Grabbing the robes that hung at the foot of
her bed, she slipped them on. Everyone in the Tower wore robes. She
was even starting to understand the significance of the colors or
at least some of the colors. Purple robes were worn by historians,
while scholars, like Morgan, wore yellow. Teachers wore whatever
color was associated with the sphere they taught. But, like
everything else in the Tower, it wasn’t that simple. There were
subtle differences in the shades, and if you couldn’t pick up those
differences, you risked insulting a mystic. The robes she wore were
grey and had the look of dingy laundry. Every novice wore them.

Kile made her way to the lavatory, trying
her best not to disturb Emara. The young mystic was still fast
asleep if the sounds of her snoring were any indication. How
someone so small could make so much noise was beyond understanding.
Closing the door behind her, she stared longingly at the bathtub.
That was one luxury she was going to miss about the Tower. The tubs
were so spacious, they could fit four people at a time and still
have room for a dog. And that wasn’t the best part. Not only could
they fill themselves with warm water, they could maintain the
temperature for the duration of the bath. Although she rarely
trusted the mystic arts, they did have their advantages.

Turning to the sink, she splashed cold water
on her face to wash away the sleep. She looked at herself in the
mirror and a stranger stared back. Where was that young girl of
fourteen who set out to become a Hunter? She was so naive back
then, she didn’t understand anything about the world or what she
was getting herself into. Would she have done it? Would she have
gone through with the entry examination if she knew it would come
to this? It was a wild seven years in more ways than one. She was
now a Level Three Hunter and, if she could believe Alex, there were
rumors her Level Two certification was not far behind. The question
was, did she want to remain a Hunter?

People were starting to take notice. The
news of the siege of Moran spread fast, as did her involvement in
the pass of Lutmorli, not that anyone knew what happened there. She
was becoming famous, whether she wanted it or not. And, of course,
there was that other small problem, the one with Roland and
Tullner. One was the king; the other was a simple soldier, but they
both expressed feelings she wasn’t ready to reciprocate. What could
they possibly see in her, she wondered as she examined her
reflection in the mirror? She always thought of herself as quite
plain, with the possible exception of her nose. She had her
father’s nose. With her green eyes and her green hair and her
crooked nose, she never thought herself attractive. Wait, green
hair?

“Why is my hair green?” she asked the
mirror.

The mirror had the good sense not to
answer.

Throwing open the lavatory door, she marched
across the room and yanked the blankets off Emara’s bed.

“Get up,” she demanded.

Emara buried her head in the pillows. “Can’t
you see I’m sleeping?”

“Get up now and fix this.”

“Fix what? It’s too early to fix
anything.”

“This,” Kile shouted, pointing to her
hair.

Emara peeked out from under the pillows.
“Whoa! What happen to you?”

“What happened? You happened, that’s what.
What did you do to me?”

“I didn’t do anything, I swear,” she said,
quickly sitting up in bed.

“You must have done something. It wasn’t
this color last night. What about those spells you were playing
around with?”

“All I tried was a simple hair reduction
charm, that’s all.”

“Tried? What do you mean tried? You said
you’ve used that bit of magic before.”

“Well, I did… sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“I’ve used it before, but… not on a real
person.”

“Not on a…. you experimented on me?”

“Kinda.”

Kile threw her hands up and walked to the
other side of the room. Three months with the woman and the mystic
never ceased to surprise her, but if she wanted to get her hair
back to the right color, she knew she had to remain calm. Make
Emara flustered and the mystic’s next attempt could render her
bald. Taking a deep breath, she composed herself before turning
around.

“Change it back, please,” Kile asked as
calmly as she could.

The mystic stared at her nervously.

“Emara, change it back.”

“Actually… I can’t.”

“What do you mean, you can’t?”

“It’s not that I can’t, it’s that… I don’t
know how.”

“You don’t know how?”

“Well… no. The charm should have only
shortened your hair, not changed the color. I don’t know what
happened, and if I try to reverse it without really knowing…” Emara
cringed.

“I don’t believe this.”

“It doesn’t look that bad.”

“What am I supposed to tell Morgan when I
show up at his lab looking like a sprig of broccoli?”

“Tell him you’re trying a new style. That’s
what I always say.”

Kile stared at the mystic for a while, shook
her head, and sighed. “At least tell me what sphere this came from.
Maybe Morgan or Vanessa can change it back.”

“You can’t tell them,” Emara shrieked as she
jumped out of bed and ran toward her. Kile stumbled back.

“Why not?”

“Ki, I’m supposed to be the next Grand
Magus. If you tell them I messed up another spell, I’ll never hear
the end of it. Master Tallo will have me back studying cantrips,
day and night. I’ll never have any free time to see Alex.”

“What are cantrips?”

“Boring little spells that even first years
know. Please, Ki, you can’t tell them. The spell is probably
limited. It should only last a day… or more.”

“Or more? How long is ‘or more’?”

“Worst-case scenario?”

“Em!”

“Well, I’ve heard of charms that have lasted
up to a year.”

“A year? Seriously?”

“That’s a worst-case scenario. You’ll
probably be back to normal within the hour.”

Kile closed her eyes and shook her head. “I
don’t believe this,” she groaned.

“I promise, I’ll look for a way to remove
the charm.”

“I’ve got to see Morgan.”

“Kile…”

“If he asks… I’ll tell him we were simply
having a little fun,” Kile said, although fun was the furthest
thing from her mind at the moment. She extended a hand to Vesper,
who quickly ran up her arm and took his place on her shoulder.

“Thanks, Ki.”

“Yeah, right, find a way to fix it or
reverse it or whatever. Otherwise, you won’t have to worry about
Master Tallo,” Kile said. She pulled the hood of her robes up to
hide her green hair, before stepping out into the hallway.

She might have been able to pressure Emara
into reversing the spell. The mystic often came through in a pinch,
but when Emara was stressed, she became flustered, and there was no
telling what the outcome might be. Right now, Kile had hair, green
or otherwise. She should be thankful for that.

Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes
and fell into her Edge. Not only did it calm her down, it had the
effect of focusing her mind. Walking carelessly through the halls
of the Tower was not a safe journey; it was not something to take
lightly. If she stormed off in a huff, annoyed by Emara’s
cosmetology skills, she could easily step through a door to nowhere
or walk blindly into the middle of some strange experiment. No, it
was always a good idea to keep your head when navigating the Tower.
Besides, her Edge had another useful benefit: she could find Morgan
by his scent. It was the only way she knew of to avoid getting lost
in the Tower. By relying solely on her sense of smell, she could
find her way to Morgan’s office without any mishaps.

It wasn’t a long journey, but it was never
the same journey. Sometimes it was upstairs, sometimes downstairs,
and sometimes on the same floor. She stopped trying to make sense
of it after her first week and decided it was better to go with the
flow. It was comforting to know that if the Tower couldn’t drive
her insane, how could the Maligar?

Kile stopped walking when Morgan’s scent led
her to a closed door. It looked like the same door she’d used
yesterday, but that didn’t mean much. Most of the doors around the
Tower looked the same, only what was behind them was different…
sometimes.

She knocked three times before letting
herself in. Back at the Academy, she’d learned not to wait for
Morgan. Mystics operated within their own time zones, and Morgan
was no exception.

The door led to a narrow hall and followed
the outer wall of the room, which was round. It opened to a large,
spacious area surrounded by shelves and tables covered with stacks
of books and reams of paper. What little space remained was stuffed
with knickknacks and curiosities, giving the room an overall
appearance of a storage closet. If she didn’t know any better, she
would have sworn she was in the wrong place, but she did know
better. She had been here too many times now.

Slowly, she navigated her way between a wall
of books and a hutch filled with jars of unidentifiable slimy
objects before reaching the center of the maze. Two overstuffed
wing-back chairs faced a roaring fire, which, of course, was
purple. One of the chairs was occupied by an old man draped in
yellow robes. He had a long narrow face with a pair of wire-rimmed
glasses perched on an angular nose. His eyes were small and sunken,
and his hair, what little he had of it, was silver and grew in
tufts around his ears, leaving the top of his head completely bald.
He had a short-trimmed beard, which he continued to pull on as he
read through the pages of a large book hovering before him.

-Good morning, child. You’re looking…
different.-

Kile glanced up toward the top of the
bookshelf where an ominous-looking black bird was watching her.

“Good morning, Kaza,” she called out to the
crow.

“Do you often greet the pet before the
master?” the mystic asked without looking up from his book.

“I do when the pet greets me before the
master,” she answered.

He grinned. “Well said. In that case, good
morning, Miss Veller.”

“Good morning, Morgan.”

“I was not expecting you today.”

“And why not?” she asked, taking the empty
chair.

Were these the same chairs he had back at
the Academy? Back then, when she sat down, her feet never touched
the ground, and she often had difficulty getting out of them. These
chairs seemed smaller, or had she grown that much? She sank into
the overstuffed cushions and stared into the purple fire.

“These are your last days here at the Tower,
are they not?” Morgan asked.

“I’ll be returning to the Guild soon if
that’s what you mean.”

“Isn’t that what you want?”

“Since when have I ever known what I
wanted?”

“I think you’ve always known, but you’ve
been either too afraid to go after it or too stubborn.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“I think you know.”

“You are as cryptic as ever, old man.”

Morgan laughed. “Not so,” he said. “I’m only
stating the obvious. You are either too afraid to understand or too
stubborn.”

Kile grinned. “A little of both, I
guess.”

“So, are you… what did you do to your hair?”
Morgan asked when he finally looked up from his book.

Kile tugged the hood of her robes down over
her eyes. “Well, you see, Emara—”

“Say no more.” The mystic held up his hand.
“That child will be the ruin of the Tower.”

Kile sat up in her chair. “I wouldn’t say
that,” she said defensively. “I think Emara will bring a breath of
fresh air to this place. The gods know it could use it.”

“Please, the child has a hard time
performing the simplest of charms. How is she supposed to lead the
Tower into the new age?”

“I think she’s doing a wonderful job.”

“Can you honestly say that, looking the way
you look? I bet she can’t even reverse the spell.”

“She can reverse it… if she wants to.”

“Oh, she can, can she? Then why hasn’t
she?”

Kile pulled back her hood and shook out her
green hair. “Maybe this is the look I was going for.”

“Oh, I see, well, if that’s the case, I
won’t reverse it for you, seeing as you want to look like a head of
lettuce.”

“I was going for sprig of broccoli, but
thanks anyway.”

Morgan closed the book and set it aside.
“So, have you received your orders yet?”

“No, not yet,” Kile answered as she fell
back in her chair. “But I don’t suppose it will be much longer now.
With the snow melting, I’m sure they’ll want to start the war up
again.”

“Unfortunately, I have to agree with
you.”

“You know, if the mystics would lend a hand,
it would go a long way toward restoring peace.”

“Mystics cannot involve themselves in this
war.”

“I don’t see why not. They benefit from the
protection of the crown. Those soldiers are dying to keep places
like the Tower safe from the Uhyre. I mean, I can understand why
they don’t get drawn into the smaller conflict, such as between
provinces. That could be disastrous, especially if you have a
mystic on each side. But mystics have lent aid to the crown before,
during times of war. There were the Mudd Wars and the Balaa
conflict.”

“You misunderstand. I did not say we
shouldn’t—I said we couldn’t.”

Kile laughed. “Semantics.”

“Perhaps, but you see, getting involved in
this war is not as easy as you might believe,” Morgan said as he
slowly rose from his chair.

Kile couldn’t help but notice the mystic was
looking older and more worn out than usual. She had often thought
of mystics as being timeless. They never aged yet always looked
ancient, even when they were young. Now it looked as if the years
were passing as fast as the days.

Morgan made his way over to the cupboard
and, after moving a few books and a stack of papers, retrieved two
cups from the shelf before returning to his chair. He set the cups
down on the table, which wasn’t there.

They were going to play this game again.

After rolling up his sleeve, the mystic
reached into the purple fire and pulled out a silver teapot, which
he carefully used to fill each cup. He produced a small flask from
somewhere deep within his robes and added a splash of rum to one
cup. Holding the flask over the second cup, he glanced at Kile, who
shook her head. He shrugged and the flask disappeared back into his
robes.

He set the tea aside to let it steep.

“I shouldn’t be telling you this,” he said,
leaning back in his chair. “But we’re having a little problem here
at the Tower.”

Was he really going to blame this on Emara
as well? Kile knew for a fact Emara had been trying to get the
mystics involved in the war since it started. She believed the
Tower had remained isolated for far too long, and they needed to
start sharing their knowledge with the rest of the world. She was
fighting some opposition with the older mystics, but many of the
younger ones agreed with her. The day Emara became the new Grand
Magus, there would be a great shakeup at the Tower. Kile hoped she
was still around to see it.

She leaned in, ready to voice her
opposition.

“The arts are failing us,” Morgan
explained.

Okay, that wasn’t what she expected.

“What do you mean, they’re failing? You’ve
been casting magic ever since I got here. I haven’t seen any sign
of failing magic,” she said as she looked at the green strand of
hair hanging in front of her eyes. She quickly brushed it
aside.

“You are right. In the Tower, magic still
functions as it should. But, outside these walls, it’s a different
story.”

“Oh, come on. I’ve seen Hunters use their
arts, and they haven’t said anything.”

Of course, that wasn’t exactly true. Didn’t
Daniel tell her he was finding it harder to use his skills? He
claimed it was simply fatigue, but now she wasn’t so sure.

“Hunters can hardly be compared with
mystics,” Morgan said. “For starters, they barely scratch the
surface of their spheres. They only learn a few simple spells and
rarely pursue it much further than that. Mystics, on the other
hand, immerse themselves within their spheres. They need to learn
and understand every aspect of them before they can consider
themselves masters of their arts. So, it goes without saying, if
there is any disturbance with the currents of magic, a mystic would
know about it.

“So, what’s causing these…
disturbances?”

“Until three months ago, we had no idea, but
now, we may have a lead,” Morgan said as he handed her one of the
teacups. She took a sip, mostly out of courtesy, before setting it
aside. She had never acquired a taste for rosemary tea.

“Well, what changed three months ago?” she
asked, and it hit her. “Wait a minute, you’re not blaming this on
me, are you?”

The old mystic laughed. “Hardly. Let’s just
say you’ve provided us with a rather unique insight.”

“And how did I manage to do that?”

“You see, we’ve been looking at the mystic
arts all wrong. It’s always been our belief that magic existed
within a higher plane. Its own realm, if you will, and the
manipulation of the spheres caused sympathetic ripples within the
natural world. Now, we’re not so sure. We believe the arts exist
completely within the realm of nature, and its connection with the
elements runs much deeper than we originally thought.”

“Of course,” Kile said, although she
understood very little of it. “So, how did I lead you there?”

“Don’t you see?”

“Yeah,” she said and shook her head. “No,
not really.”

Morgan sighed. “The disturbance in the
natural realm, which you feel may be the same disturbance we’re
dealing with.”

“Seriously, so you’re saying I’m not going
crazy.” There was a glimmer of hope, after all.

“I’m not actually saying that,” Morgan
replied.

And the glimmer faded.

“What I’m saying is, that which is affecting
your… sanity may be the same thing that is affecting magic as a
whole.”

“So, if magic existed in the realm of
nature, would it be possible for someone who is connected to nature
in some way… could that someone see it?”

“What? You mean actually see magic?”

“Yeah, I mean, hypothetically speaking.”

“You know, I never thought about that.” He
said, tugging on his beard. “I mean, we always considered the arts
as being sympathetic energy, but now that there’s a possibility it
exists in the natural realm, there may be a physical way to measure
it. Do you know what that would mean?”

Yeah, a lifetime of experiments, with her as
the test subject.

“It was only an idea,” she said.

“Well, it’s definitely something to
consider. We could—”

“Wait a moment,” Kile exclaimed,
interrupting Morgan’s train of thought. In the past, she would have
let the mystic ramble on with a smile and a nod, but those
ramblings often went on for hours and she wasn’t in the mood to be
lectured at. “If what you’re saying is true, that the same thing
that is affecting me is affecting the magic, and magic works
perfectly well within the Tower, wouldn’t it stand to reason it’s
not affecting me as long as I’m in the Tower?”

Morgan tugged on his beard again. “That may
actually be a possibility.”

“Wonderful, then I’m not cured at all. I’m
merely isolated from it.”

“Not necessarily,” he said. “You see, you
can’t be cured, because, there really isn’t anything wrong with
you.”

“Sorry, come again?”

“There really isn’t anything wrong with
you.”

“But the feral episodes…”

“What of them?” he asked. “You seem to be
under the assumption, that your… feral episodes… are a result of
you losing your identity to the Maligar, but this isn’t the case,
or at least, not the way you may think.” He paused for a moment.
“You see, Kile, you have two sides. There is the rational side,
which resides in the mortal realm, this reality. And there is the
irrational side, the feral side, which exists within the natural
realm. Two sides working together. When you use your Edge, you are
giving control to your feral side. This allows you to… tap into
that energy. You can run faster, jump higher, see farther because
the feral side of you takes over.”

He looked at her pointedly. “I believe, when
you engaged the Maligar, head-on, your rational side shut down. You
could not handle what you saw, what you experienced. Think of it as
a safety precaution. This allowed your feral side to take over.
Like any animal, your reactions were purely instinctual. The
problem is, you’ve been suppressing your feral side for too long.
Even when it’s released, it’s still tied down.” Drumming his
fingers on the table, he continued.

“Over the last three months, I have been
trying to strengthen your rational side by exposing you to the
Maligar within the safety of the Tower. While Vanessa has been
trying to strengthen your feral side by allowing you to… go wild.
Only by embracing both sides will you be able to maintain control,
regardless of which side takes over.”

“So, you’re saying there isn’t anything
wrong with me? That this is normal?”

“For you, yes.”

That was about as good as she could hope
for.

“I think what my colleague is trying to say
is that you are not going insane—you never were.”

Kile turned in her chair to see a woman
standing behind her. She was tall and slim, draped in the yellow
robes of a scholar. Her silver-white hair flowed freely over her
shoulders, and pale blue eyes were set within a delicate face. A
small white bird, which was perched on the woman’s hand, flew
across the room to land on Kile’s shoulder. Vesper quickly
chattered his displeasure about Seki invading his territory. Kile
ignored the yarrow’s complaints. These were the first straight
answers she had gotten in the last three months, or answers she
could understand.

“So, I’m completely sane. I’m all
right.”

Vanessa smiled. “As I’ve said, there was
never anything wrong with you to begin with. You are the product of
your Edge, nothing more.”

“Product of my Edge?”

“Yes, your feral side grows with the animals
you connect with. As they take away something from you, you take
away something from them.”

-Well, that would explain why you’re so
pigheaded sometimes.-

Kile looked up to where Kaza was still
watching them. The crow was pacing back and forth along the top of
the bookshelf.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked
him.

-You spend so much time around that
ill-mannered horse of yours, some of him was bound to rub off.-

“Is that true?” Kile asked, turning to
Vanessa.

“Is what true?”

She kept forgetting, no one else could
understand the crow, at least none of the other vir.

“Kaza said, that since I spent so much time
around Grim, I’ve taken on some of his… traits.”

“Grim?”

“Her horse,” Morgan explained. “The
foul-tempered mountain pony that caused so much trouble at the
Academy. I’m sure you recall the incident during your second year
there when he chased the horse master through the dining hall and
up a tree.”

“Oh, yes, I remember that. So, he’s your
horse.”

“He really isn’t that bad,” Kile said, but
trying to downplay Grim’s bad behavior wasn’t easy.

Vanessa smiled. “That would explain a
lot.”

“Such as?” she asked.

“Mountain ponies are known for their strong
will and bad disposition. That’s why they’ve never made very good
mounts. If it’s true that you’ve been connecting with a mountain
pony over a long period of time, it would explain your behavior
when you go feral.”

“But I’ve been with Vesper longer than I’ve
been with Grim.”

“And I’m sure you have taken on some of his
traits as well, but there are a few things you must understand.
First off, mountain ponies have a more dominant personality, more
so than a yarrow, and second, each time you’ve gone feral, you were
confronted with the Maligar. Your life was in danger, or at least
you perceived your life was in danger. If the danger had not been
present, it is quite possible you wouldn’t have been so…
ill-tempered.”

What would Grim think if he knew that every
time she went feral, she was, in some way, channeling him? She was
almost positive the mountain pony would be pleased.

“So, what can I do about it?” she asked.

“There is nothing you can do because there
is nothing that needs to be done,” Vanessa said.

“You see, Kile, this is what I meant by your
Edge changing you,” Morgan explained. “Most Hunters, as they become
familiar with their Edges, may learn new skills within their given
sphere. It’s a matter of teaching them how to control these new
skills. You, on the other hand, are unique. We don’t know what will
happen as your Edge grows. You once told me you couldn’t see your
Edge going any further than communicating with animals, but look at
you now. When you use your Edge, your physical abilities have
improved to the point where they are comparable to the natural
world. You have the eyes of a hawk, the nose of a yarrow, and the
ears of a bat. You can run as fast as a deer and probably jump as
far as a rabbit.”

-And you have the ill manners of a mountain
pony,- Kaza added.

Kile glared at him.

“The point is, your Edge is changing, and we
don’t know where or when it will stop,” Morgan continued. “But I
don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“But didn’t you once tell me the Alva
possessed theses same skills.”

“Although it is true, the Alva did possess
similar skills, I do not believe what they experienced is what you
are experiencing. You are Orceen, and we don’t know enough about
the Orceen to know what to expect. The Orceen taught the Alva, that
much we can be sure of, but how much the Alva learned from the
Orceen, we simply don’t know. How much more the Orceen had to
teach, we don’t know that either. Unfortunately, you still remain a
mystery.”

Kile slumped back in her chair. “At least I
haven’t grown long ears and a tail.”

“I’m afraid this is as far as we can go,”
Morgan told her. “Without knowing more of the Orceen, we’re kind of
at a standstill.”

Vanessa stepped forward and placed her hand
on Kile’s shoulder. “I believe you know enough so you can maintain
control, no matter what happens,” she said. “You’ve learned to
embrace your feral side, and that’s a start.”

“So, what are your plans now?” Morgan
asked.

“I suppose, if I can’t learn anything more
here, I’ll have to learn it out there,” she answered.

“You can remain at the Tower for as long as
you need.”

“Thanks, Morgan, but as you said, there’s
nothing more for me here. I should report to the Guild,
anyway.”

“If anything new comes up, anything at all,
you know where you can find us.”

“What more could possibly happen?” she asked
as she got up from her chair. Seki took off from Kile’s shoulder
and returned to Vanessa, which Vesper was quite happy about. He
never liked sharing Kile’s shoulders with anyone.

“Look, Kile, I’ll change your hair back to
its original color, if you want,” Morgan offered.

She thought about it for a moment. It would
be one less thing to worry about.

“No, that’s all right,” she said. “Emara
will do it.”

Vanessa stepped back to reexamine Kile. “You
mean that wasn’t by choice?”

Kile shrugged. “Let’s just say we were
trying something different.”

“You have a lot of faith in Miss Lon,”
Morgan remarked.

“I think she needs a little time,” Kile
said. “She’s taking on a lot of responsibilities. The whole Grand
Magus thing is a bit overwhelming. I know I couldn’t do it.”

“But you are not destined to be the next
Grand Magus—she is.”

“That’s what I mean. Wasn’t it you who said
controlling opposing spheres was difficult? That one could easily
cancel the other out without you even knowing it?”

“That’s true. I’m surprised you remembered.
From what I recall, you never cared much for the mystic arts.”

Kile laughed. “I still don’t. To me, none of
it makes sense.”

“So, what are you getting at?” he asked.

“How many spheres have you studied?”

“Well, mystics don’t usually talk about such
things.”

-Oh, don’t let the old codger fool you. He’s
always bragging about it. He’s mastered three spheres. Water, fire,
and earth, and he’s working on his fourth,- Kaza said.

Kile grinned. “Water and Fire,” she
remarked.

Morgan shot the crow a dirty look. Kaza
laughed at him.

“So, you’ve mastered them. How long did it
take?” she asked.

“It’s not an easy task. It takes time and
patience to separate two spheres and a lot of control to use one
without interference from the other.”

“And that’s only two spheres,” Kile said.
“Imagine if you had to do all eight.”

 


 


 




























2

 


 


Kile sat on her bed, staring at the floor.
She had a lot to think about and wasn’t sure what to think about
first. She had come to the Tower with the hope of finding answers.
She found answers, but not the ones she wanted. It also didn’t help
when those answers came wrapped in more questions.

The good news was, she wasn’t going mad. She
was as sane as any Orceen. The bad news was, nobody could tell her
how sane the Orceen were. Were they all driven to this distraction,
slowly losing their minds to the natural world, slowly losing their
identities to all the animals they’d touched? Maybe that’s where
all the Orceen disappeared to. They all ran screaming into the
night, never to be seen again. Or maybe they never left. Maybe they
were still around, maybe they’d completely lost themselves to the
natural world to such a point they became the very animals they
communed with. Where did that leave her? Would she wake up one day
as a yarrow or a mountain pony?

She couldn’t see herself as a yarrow. Seeing
the world through Vesper’s eyes was rather disorienting. It was
always difficult to gauge size and distance, but then again, if she
was a yarrow, maybe she would have a better grasp of the space
around her. Of course, there was always the problem of everything
trying to eat you. Mountain ponies never had that problem as long
as they stayed away from the north folk. Mountain ponies also had
the advantage of a bad reputation and people naturally avoided
them. That was something she could get used to. But she was
forgetting the Callor hounds. Although she may not have spent as
much time with them as she did with Grim and Vesper, the sheer
number of dogs should count for something. Being one of the hounds
had its own advantages. For starters, she would be a member of a
pack, but could she get used to being owned by a vir? That part
didn’t seem too appealing. Now wolves, on the other hand, had the
best of both worlds. They had the pack and the bad reputation, not
to mention, she’d always had a strong connection with wolves ever
since her days back home in Riverport.

The opening of the bedroom door brought Kile
back to her senses. She looked up to see Emara standing in the
threshold. The young mystic was dressed in a long, multicolored
robe, the one that gave Kile a headache if she stared at it for too
long. It definitely wasn’t standard issue for the Tower and no
self-respecting mystic would be seen wearing one. Emara was also
sporting a new hair color; this time it was bright yellow. It
wasn’t blond, not by a long shot. Her hair was yellow, as in the
color of a lemon.

“You’re back early,” Emara remarked, closing
the door behind her.

“Yeah, there doesn’t appear to be much more
they can do for me,” Kile said.

“Does that mean you’re cured?”

She laughed. “I’m not really sure. They seem
to think there was nothing wrong with me to start with.”

“But what about your… episodes?”

“I’ve learned how to handle them, but
there’s nothing more they can teach me here.”

Emara sat down on her bed, pulling her legs
up under her robe. She looked like a wrinkled rainbow in need of
repair. “Does that mean you’re leaving?”

“I’m afraid so,” Kile said.

“So, what now? Will you be going back to
your Guild?”

“I suppose so, at least for the time being.
I’ll report to the Guild Hall in Littenbeck and try to get in touch
with Guild Master Latherby. After that, I guess I’ll play it by
ear.”

“When are you leaving?” Emara asked. Kile
could tell she was upset. The mystic didn’t have many friends at
the Tower. Although she was still a student, she was never given
the opportunity to mingle with the other apprentices. She was kept
isolated by her studies and by her title. Being the next Grand
Magus was a pretty lonely position.

She’d been only fourteen when they brought
her to the Tower to start her studies. The same age Kile was when
she took the entry examination to get into the Hunter’s Academy.
Kile only had to spend three years at the Academy and one month on
probation before she earned her certificate. Emara still had a few
more years to go before she could officially call herself a mystic,
more years after that before she became a master, and even more
years after that before she became the Grand Magus. All in all, she
had a long road ahead of her.

“I suppose I could stick around, for a day
or two,” Kile said.

Emara’s eyes lit up as a big grin crossed
her face. “Tell you what, let’s blow this place,” she said, jumping
off her bed.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, let’s go have some fun. Let’s get
out of here. This place can be so dreadfully boring at times.”

“Don’t you have your studies to think
about?”

“That’s all I’ve been thinking about. I need
some laughs, and it looks like you could do with a few too.”

“I don’t know, Emara. Won’t Master Tallo be
annoyed?”

“Oh, he’ll get over it. He usually does.
Come on, Ki.”

Kile had mixed feeling about leaving the
Tower. One side of her wanted to seize the opportunity and make a
run for it; the other side was scared of stepping out from under
the Tower’s protection. They told her there was nothing wrong with
her, that she could handle whatever was out there. But how did they
know?

“Where should we go?” she heard herself
ask.

“Baxter’s Bay,” Emara said, without skipping
a beat. “We can hit the spas, maybe do a little shopping, even take
in a show before dinner. What do you say?”

“Well, let me get dressed first. I don’t
think I’ll be all that comfortable walking around town in these
robes.”

“I don’t know, you get used to them.” Emara
shrugged.

Kile recovered her clothes, from the trunk
at the foot of her bed and went into the lavatory to change. It had
been a long time since she wore real clothes, and it was
surprisingly liberating when she pulled on her pants. She had
almost forgotten she had legs. They had been hidden by her robes
for the last three months. After buttoning her shirt and tying her
boots, she looked at herself in the mirror and was surprised by the
change that came over her. She felt more like herself again now
that she was back in her uniform. She was in control, as if she
could take on anything the world had to throw at her, if only her
hair wasn’t still green.

Stepping out of the lavatory, Kile pointed
to her hair. “Did you ever…?”

“Oh, that,” Emara said sheepishly. “Well,
you see… I’m sorry, Ki. I couldn’t find a way to reverse it, at
least not one that will actually work, and I didn’t think you’d
want me to try something untested. But don’t worry. I was right—the
charm is temporary.”

“How temporary?”

“It should wear off in a day or two. I’m
sorry, Ki. I really did try.”

Wonderful. This wouldn’t go unnoticed. Her
only choice now was to stick around the Tower until her hair
returned to normal. At least it gave her an excuse to postpone
leaving. She couldn’t go back to the Guild looking like a
vegetable.

Sadly, her first reaction to Emara’s news
was to get mad at the mystic, but was that her reaction, or was she
channeling Grim? Then again, if she actually thought about it,
would that have been the pony’s reaction? In truth, he didn’t give
a tinker’s damn what people thought about him. He always said what
he wanted to say and did what he wanted to do, and the rest of the
world would have to take him as he was.

Maybe it wasn’t so bad having the mountain
pony’s personality rub off on her after all.

“It’s okay,” Kile said, waving it off. “I’ve
kind of grown used to it.”

“I can make it permanent,” Emara said.

“Don’t even.”

“Hey, it was just a thought.”

Grabbing the satchel from where it hung on
the wall, Kile slung it over her shoulder and held it open for
Vesper to climb in. “So, how do we get there? Do we ride?” she
asked.

“Ride? Why do you want to ride when I can
zap us there?”

The thought of traveling by magic sent a
chill down her spine. She had done it before, three times, but only
once successfully, and that was when Morgan sent them into the
woods to start their survival exam. The two trips she had taken
with Emara were nearly disastrous. One placed her in the middle of
a lake, miles from where she was supposed to be. The other,
although on target, had them appear three feet above the
ground.

“Maybe we can walk,” Kile suggested.

“That would take days,” Emara replied.

“I’m in no rush.”

“Come on, give me a chance. I’m getting
better at this. Hold on.”

Hold on? Hold on to what? Before Kile could
grab anything, everything was gone.

She was suddenly light-headed as the ground
beneath her disappeared. She couldn’t tell if she was flying,
falling, or something in between. Fortunately, the feeling didn’t
last long as her weight quickly came back to her. When her feet hit
the ground, she lost balance and stumbled forward, taking out three
shoppers and a display case. Emara had only done slightly better as
the mystic untangled herself from one of the clothes racks.

“What is going on here,” a woman screamed,
storming across the room.

They landed in the middle of a crowded
boutique.

It was like the world exploded in Kile’s
head. The quiet solitude of the Tower was suddenly replaced by the
sheer chaos of the outside world. People were screaming
obscenities. The display case, which had fallen to the floor,
spilled an assortment of perfumes. Any one of them might have been
pleasant. Mix a dozen of them together and the smell was stifling.
The lights in the shop were so much brighter than the gloom of the
Tower, Kile had to shield her eyes as she searched for an escape
route.

As the shopkeeper pushed her way through the
gathering crowd, Kile grabbed Emara’s hand and made for the
exit.

“Sorry for the mess. You can send the bill
to the Tower,” Emara called out as Kile pulled her out the door and
into the streets of Baxter’s Bay.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Baxter’s Bay was a small town founded on an
island at the base of a lazy volcano. Its only means of revenue
were fishing and a variety of lava rock prized by blacksmiths and
collectors. That was before the hot springs were discovered. Once
the first spa opened, it became a tourist attraction overnight. It
wasn’t long before shops, pubs, restaurants, theaters, and even
gambling halls started popping up, all trying to cash in on the new
fad. Pretty soon, Baxter’s Bay became the destination of choice.
Everybody knew about it—everybody but Kile. She had never heard of
the place, not until she was at the Academy, and at the time, it
was simply the name of a town she never thought she would actually
visit.

Erin Silvia praised the spas and the
shopping. Garret Treeman wanted to be stationed there during his
probationary period, but he was sent to Grover’s Den. Even King
Roland suggested it was a place to visit, at least once. Now that
Kile was finally here, she wasn’t impressed.

Baxter’s Bay wasn’t as organized as any of
the other cities. It looked as if someone threw all the buildings
in the air, and where they landed, that’s where they stayed. The
way people spoke about the place, she was expecting to see streets
of gold and buildings of white marble etched in silver. Instead it
was a hodgepodge of architecture. None of the structures matched
and each building looked like it was trying to outdo the one next
to it.

The people were equally mixed and appeared
to be from every walk of life, from lords and ladies, all the way
down to farmers and ditchdiggers.

All in all, Kile would have preferred to
have landed in a nice quiet forest.

“Sorry about the landing,” Emara said when
they finally slowed down enough for her to catch her breath. “My
aim’s usually not that bad.”

“It’s all right.” Kile waved it off. “I
suppose it was a good a test as any.”

“What do you mean?”

“I think three months ago, I might have
reacted quite differently in that situation, with my senses on
overload like that.”

It was true. Three months ago a situation
like that could have put her into feral mode. It wouldn’t have been
the first time. The yellow eyes, the growling, it was not a pretty
sight. She would have had those shoppers running out into the
streets.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Emara asked.

“Yeah, I’m sure. Why?”

“You don’t look it.”

“Why? What color are my eyes?” she asked.
She couldn’t help but notice the people on the street were giving
them a wide berth and sideways glances as they passed.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Emara said
with a dismissive wave of her hand. “They’re normal. It’s probably
your hair everyone’s staring at.”

Kile pulled the hood of her cloak up over
her head. “Then what did you mean?”

“Come on, Ki, this is Baxter’s Bay. This is
the first time you’ve ever been here. Aren’t you excited?”

“Not exactly.”

Emara’s smile disappeared and Kile felt bad.
The mystic was only trying to cheer her up and here she was
bringing the girl down.

“It’s not you, Em, it’s me. I’m not much of
a city person. So… I guess you’re going to have to show me
around.”

Emara grinned. “Follow me.” And they were
off before Kile knew it.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Emara had been to Baxter’s Bay too many
times. She knew every inch of the place and led Kile down the
narrow streets and back alleys to avoid the crowds. They even
passed through a few buildings on their never-ending shopping
quest. It didn’t matter where they stopped; Emara found something
to buy. Most of her purchases were of the crafting variety and
included bulks of material and threads. Kile learned that Emara was
a deft hand at sewing and was responsible for creating all of her
multicolored robes. Kile, on the other hand, bought very little.
There truly wasn’t anything she needed or wanted. Hunters were like
vagabonds. They traveled light with everything they owned in the
packs. Burdening themselves with needless things only slowed them
down. She did, however, buy a new pair of practical boots, even
though Emara insisted the bright red ones would bring out the color
of her hair if it ever returned to normal.

Emara kept putting all the things she bought
into the same bag, which never seemed to fill up. Kile was sure the
mystic arts were involved in some way, though she wasn’t sure how.
Either everything that went into the bag shrank, or it was somehow
transported back to the Tower. Regardless, she didn’t trust it and
decided to hold on to her own items. Besides the boots, she bought
a new hat to replace the one she lost during the siege of Moran; a
large box of peppermint imps, something she hadn’t indulged in
since her time at the Academy; and a small silver flute.

As the evening wore on, Emara led Kile to a
small pub right off the main street, with the interesting name of
The Purple Puffin. As far as pubs go, it didn’t stand out as
anything extraordinary, at least not on the outside. If Emara
hadn’t been with her, Kile would have mistaken it for yet another
warehouse and passed it by. She didn’t notice the small painting of
a purple puffin over the door until the mystic pointed it out to
her.

The inside was a different story. The place
was packed. All the tables were taken and the bar was filled to
capacity. There were even people standing around the entrance,
hoping to be seated. Kile was about to suggest they find someplace
less busy when a stout man with blond hair and a bushy mustache
quickly approached.

“Miss Lon,” he bellowed as he pushed people
aside.

“Mr. Lewis, I hope we’re not late.”

“Not at all. Please, your table is still
free,” he said and led them back through the crowd.

Kile followed nervously as they made their
way to the far side of the room. Too many people, too many smells,
too much noise, but so far she was keeping it together.

Mr. Lewis stopped at the only empty table in
the place and motioned for them to sit. It was a small round table
with four chairs and a purple tablecloth. A basket of breadsticks
sat in the middle.

“We weren’t sure you were coming today,” he
said with a grin and eyed Kile suspiciously.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Mr. Lewis, this is a friend
of mine. Emily Doyle, a new mystic from the Tower.”

Suddenly all of Kile’s little red flags were
flying.

Mr. Lewis accepted the name with a big grin.
“The more the merrier,” he said loudly. “Can I get you anything
before the show starts?”

“An ice wine would be nice if you still have
it in stock,” Emara said.

“Of course we do, and what about you… Miss
Doyle.”

“Me? Oh, a tea, if you have any,” Kile
said.

“Certainly. Would you like to try our house
blend, or do you have some other preferences?”

“No, the house blend will be fine.”

“Wonderful. I’ll see to it right away.”

Kile waited until Mr. Lewis was out of
earshot before turning on Emara.

“What is going on here, and who is Emily
Doyle?”

“Oh, sorry about that. I didn’t think you’d
want too much fuss.”

“Fuss? What fuss? Why would there be a
fuss?”

Emara shushed her and pointed to the front
of the room. “It’s starting,” she whispered.

Kile quickly turned around to see an old man
slowly approach the small stage. He was bent with age and wore a
tattered cloak with a hood pulled over his head. He carefully made
his way to a rocking chair, which sat beside a fireplace. Pausing
for a moment to catch his breath, he turned to the audience. The
room fell silent. The old man sat and pulled back his hood. His
hair was silver grey and he had a dirty bandage wrapped round his
head, covering his right eye.

“So, you’ve come to hear the story of the
Wild Hunter,” he said in a soft yet strong voice. “I will tell you
the true story because I was there.”

He looked at each person, one at a time, as
if speaking directly to them. When he saw Kile, he stopped and
grinned.

Now things were starting to make sense.

The old man leaned forward in his chair,
holding his hands out before him. The air around him rippled and
for a moment, he looked as if he was sitting behind a flowing sheet
of water. Kile could smell the magic. Like a summer breeze, it
filled the room. She could also see the soft yellow strands of
light flowing from the man’s fingers. They danced in the air around
him, creating shapes from nothing.

The birds were the first to appear, flocks
of them came out of nowhere and flew through the audience. The
people laughed as they ducked to avoid being hit by something that
wasn’t there. Next came the wolves. Large grey ones that moved
slowly between the tables, eyeing the patrons cautiously as they
made their way to the stage only to disappear at the foot of the
storyteller. Then, from the shadows behind him, a great bear
emerged. He lifted his massive head and looked out over the room,
and the people grew silent once again. Finally, much to Kile’s
embarrassment, the Wild Hunter appeared. Although she had been
expecting it, it wasn’t what she expected.

The Wild Hunter was tall and slender with a
curvaceous body and flowing red hair. The outfit she wore was a bit
more revealing than anything Kile ever thought of wearing. She
turned to the audience with a flirtatious smile, and her eyes
turned a bright shade of yellow.

“I’m going to kill him,” Kile mumbled under
her breath.

“Just watch,” Emara whispered.

The old man started to spin his tale of the
siege of Moran. It appeared before them on the stage. Illusions so
lifelike and so real, they could be mistaken for actual actors. The
outpost, the valrik, the soldiers, even Captain Bartholomew Jax was
accurately recreated down to the last detail. Kile could have
easily lost herself in the story if it wasn’t for the fact she kept
seeing herself bouncing across the battlefield. On two occasions,
she grabbed a breadstick from the basket and was about the hurl it
at the old man, but Emara was too quick.

As each scene played out, it drew the
audience deeper into the storyteller’s narrative. They were on the
edge of their seats when the Wild Hunter battled the Montour in the
courtyard and watched in fear as Captain Jax fought off the Valgar.
They stared in awe when the kastelya came crashing down into the
mainway, causing the pub to shake and fill with smoke. They cried
when they thought the Wild Hunter had lost her yarrow companion.
Even Kile was a little emotional when they reached that part of the
story until she saw herself bouncing across the battlefield again.
She quickly reached for a breadstick, but Emara had wisely removed
the basket from the table.

The story came to its climactic ending when
the High King rode in at the last minute to break the siege. It
wasn’t exactly how Kile remembered it. For starters, the king was
never at Moran, but she had to admit, it did make for a good
finale. That was, until the king swept the Wild Hunter up in his
arms and rode off into the sunset with her. The audience loved it;
Kile, not so much.

When the old man finished, and reality
finally returned to the room, he slowly stood up to a thunderous
applause. He took a few bows and casually glanced over at a tip jar
that was sitting on a table beside the stage. Taking a step back,
he blended into the shadows and was gone. This only warranted an
even louder applause as people rose from their tables and dropped
coins into the jar on their way out the door. It would appear most
of the people only came to The Purple Puffin to catch the show as
the room slowly emptied.

When Kile turned back to the table, a cup of
tea greeted her. She never heard Mr. Lewis return and must have
been more caught up in the show than she thought. She wasn’t sure
if she was angry, embarrassed, or amazed. The show, itself, was
better than she expected, but the subject matter left a lot to be
desired.

“Hey, Kile girl. You finally made it.”

Kile looked up at the young man she knew all
too well. Alex Bartlow was the first person she spoke to at the
Academy. He hadn’t changed much since then, and that was seven
years ago. He still had the same boyish face, although now it was
scarred by the war. A black eye patch covered his right eye and his
injuries had forced him out of the Hunter’s Guild, but nothing ever
dampened his spirit.

Pulling out one of the chairs, he sat down.
“So, what did you think?” he asked nervously.

She stared at him over the edge of her
cup.

Alex looked at Emara and back at Kile. “You
didn’t like it?” He seemed a bit surprised.

Putting the cup down, she leaned back in her
chair. “Is that really what you think I look like?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You really think I look like that, with
the… and the…”

“Oh, that. That’s nothing.”

“Nothing? That’s a lot more than
nothing.”

“It’s merely a little artistic license.
Emara understands. Don’t you, Em?”

Emara instantly threw her hands up. “Don’t
get me involved in this. I warned you about the changes to the
character. I said it was too demeaning.”

“Demeaning? How can you say that? If
anything, it’s… flattering.”

“Flattering?” Kile said loudly.

Emara handed her a breadstick.

“Wait, wait, I’m sorry,” Alex cried, looking
between the two of them. “I didn’t mean anything by it. Only that I
get more tips with the new character and the new ending.”

“And about the ending, where did that come
from?” Kile asked.

“Well, you see, the story needed more
romance, more—”

A breadstick bounced off his head.

“Fine, I’ll change it back,” Alex said.

“Good, it’s kind of embarrassing.”

“I don’t know why. It’s not like anyone
would recognize you,” he laughed. “Not with that hair.”

Emara handed Kile another breadstick.

“Okay, I’m sorry,” Alex said. “But
seriously, Ki, how did you like it?”

Kile sat there for a while, pondering. She
had to admit, she did enjoy the show, but should she let Alex off
so easily?

“Apart from the obvious,” she said, watching
him squirm, “it was pretty good. You’ve come a long way, Alex. Your
illusions are wonderful. I mean, from what you used to create, and
now, there’s no comparison.”

Alex laughed. “Remember the night all four
of us were peeling potatoes and I created that illusion of Eric?
That was the first life-sized figure I ever did.”

“I remember you creeped Danny out with
it.”

“Yeah, that was pretty funny.” He laughed
and looked down at the table. “It’s kind of hard to believe he’s
gone.”

“Who? Eric? Al, don’t you remember? He was
trying to kill us.”

“I know, but… we were all at the Academy
together. It’s kinda weird, you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I suppose I do. But that was so long
ago, Alex. People change.”

“I suppose, I mean, you never used to have
green hair.”

“It’s temporary,” Kile said. “And now I
don’t think it was by accident.” She looked over at Emara.

The mystic grinned. “Please, I’ve been
changing my hair color since I started at the Tower. You think I’d
mess up that badly?”

Alex was about to say something, but one
look from Emara and he decided against it. It wouldn’t be
breadsticks the mystic would hurl at him.

As Kile thought about it, it all made a
strange sort of sense if she considered the two people who planned
it. The short green hair, the fake name, they were trying to
protect her identity. They didn’t want people in the audience to
recognize her.

“So, what’s with the old-man routine?” Kile
asked, changing the subject. “I thought you were going with the
wounded-soldier bit.”

“Yeah, well, people like the old man. You
know, when they think you’re wise and experienced, they—”

“Tip better,” Emara and Kile finished for
him.

Alex laughed. “Well, they do. I’m simply
trying to make a living.”

“Is it hard?” Kile asked.

“What? Storytelling? No, that’s pretty
easy.”

“No, not that. The not being a Hunter
anymore. Do you miss it?”

“It’s funny, actually,” Alex said. “If you
remember, I never wanted to be a Hunter, not really. I only joined
because Danny joined, and my father thought it would be good for
me. I didn’t even think I would make it. I mean, I wouldn’t have,
if it wasn’t for you, Danny, and Carter. You guys made it worth
it.”

“So you don’t miss it?”

“It depends. Being a Hunter meant being a
part of something—something big. It was like having a large family
looking out for you. Some nights, when I’m alone in my room, I miss
it. I kind of get mad at myself for letting this happen.” He
touched the patch over his eye. “Then again, there are nights like
this one, when I stand in front of an audience and I realize
they’ve come to see me. I hear the gasps and the laughter, all at
the right moments, and the applause when it’s over, and I think,
why would I want to do anything else?”

Kile took another sip of her tea. It was
easy for him, she thought. Leaving the Guild. It wasn’t a choice he
had to make; the choice was made for him. She, on the other hand,
wanted to be a Hunter. Or at one time she did. Now, she wasn’t so
sure. Things had changed. She had changed. At least Alex had
something to fall back on. He had a talent that people would pay
him for. What would she do if she left the Guild?

“Why do you ask?” said Alex.

“I’m sorry?” Alex’s question caught her off
guard. She didn’t think mind reading was part of his
repertoire.

“Why did you ask if I missed it? They didn’t
throw you out too, did they? You know, on account of…” he said,
twirling his finger around the side of his head.

“I think he means because you’ve gone
crazy,” Emara translated.

“I am not crazy,” Kile said through clenched
teeth.

She was as sane as any Orceen.

“So, they fixed your head?” Alex asked.

“There’s nothing wrong with my head, thank
you.”

“Except for the fact it looks like a salad.”
He grinned.

Alex would always be Alex.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Mr. Lewis served them a large meal
consisting mostly of fish, but there was also an assortment of
breads, cheeses, and vegetables. Kile never had a problem eating
fish as she had never actually spoken with any, but she stayed with
the vegetables anyway. In the beginning, her guilt controlled her
diet. It was difficult to eat something she could have had a
conversation with. But now, she had grown rather fond of vegetables
and hardly missed the meats, unless she was having one of her feral
episodes.

Picking out a few sprigs of broccoli, she
dropped them into her satchel for Vesper before dumping the rest on
her plate. It wasn’t the freshest broccoli she had eaten, but that
was expected. Since it was the first days of spring, vegetables
weren’t exactly in season. The broccoli had probably sat in the
root cellar all winter.

Kile listened to Emara and Alex carry on
about the comings and goings of the day, although she wasn’t really
interested in the subject matter. Rumors, gossip, fashion, things
that were trendy and things that were passé, to her, it was all
useless. She sat quietly and wondered how many times these two
managed to get together like this, what with Alex’s shows and
Emara’s constant studying. In many ways, she was jealous. To have
someone in your life you could share so much with, that was a
rarity. She seriously doubted if there was anyone out there like
that for her. About the only person she could share her inner
thoughts with was Grim.

Whoa, now that was going someplace she
didn’t want to go.

“Are you all right, Ki?” Emara asked. “You
look a little… strange.”

“No, it’s nothing. I was… thinking of
someone.”

The mystic grinned. “And who would that be?”
she asked in her singsong voice.

“You don’t even want to know,” Kile
answered.

All of a sudden, Alex jumped up from his
seat and started waving frantically at the far side of the room.
Kile turned to see whose attention he was trying to get.

She was tall and slender with long brown
hair and had to be in her late teens. She was standing in the
doorway of The Purple Puffin when she spotted Alex and returned his
wave.

“Who is that?” Emara asked. There was no
hiding the edge in her voice.

“Oh, someone I know,” Alex said, returning
to his seat.

Kile stared at the young man in awe. He was
either clueless or suicidal.

“Evening, Master Bartlow,” the young woman
said when she finally reached the table.

Dressed in a simple outfit, with riding
britches and knee-high boots, she was wearing an old jacket with a
distinct patch on the sleeve. Although Kile was sure she’d never
met the young woman before, she couldn’t help but feel there was
something familiar about her. Even her smell was familiar.

“Evening, Valery.” Alex grinned.

Emara glared at him. Clueless, Kile
thought.

The young woman, now known as Valery, looked
a little uncomfortable standing beside the table. She kept glancing
over at Kile, as if wanting to say something, but at the same time,
almost afraid to speak.

“I think some introductions are in order,
don’t you?” Emara asked.

“Introductions? Oh, yeah, I’m sorry,” Alex
said, getting back to his feet. “Valery, this is Emara Lon of the
Mystic Tower, and this is Certified Level Three Hunter, Kile
Veller.”

When the young woman heard Kile’s name, her
eyes lit up. “So, you are Kile Veller?”

“I’m afraid so,” Kile said. “And you’re a
probationary Hunter.”

Valery seemed a bit startled. “How did you
know?”

“The patch on your sleeve. Only Probies
still wear them.”

It was odd to see another female Hunter. As
far as Kile knew, there were only two. Erin Silva and herself. Was
the Academy changing that much? She hadn’t heard about it, but she
had been in the Tower for the last three months and the news wasn’t
all that forthcoming.

“So, you must have graduated last year,”
Kile said, motioning for the young woman to sit down. “What made
you want to become a Hunter?”

Before she could stop herself, the question
was already out of her mouth. It was the same question everyone
asked her when she joined the Academy. It was annoying since nobody
ever asked any of the boys. A young boy who wanted to be a Hunter
was quite natural, but if a young girl wanted to be a Hunter, she
must have some underlying problem.

“I’m sorry, you’re probably sick of that
question. I know I was.”

“Oh no, it’s fine,” Valery said. “You kind
of get used to it after a while.”

“I don’t think I ever did. I merely stopped
answering it.”

Valery laughed. “I keep telling everyone I
got bored and thought it might be fun. But the real reason was…
well… because of you.”

“Me?”

Why would anyone want to become a Hunter
because of her? It wasn’t like she had done anything grand in her
life. About her only real claim to fame was destroying an outpost,
and that was only last year. Valery would have been in her third
year at the Academy when Kile pulled that stunt off.

“Kile, this is probationary Hunter, Valery
Jax,” Alex said, finally finished with his
introductions.

“Jax?”

“She’s Captain Bartholomew Jax’s
granddaughter,” he said.

“You’re Jax’s granddaughter?” Kile looked
the young Hunter over as if seeing her for the first time. Now she
could see the resemblance. The same eyes, the same nose. Why didn’t
she make the connection before? Because who would have expected to
find Jax’s granddaughter in The Purple Puffin of all places?

Valery grinned. “My grandfather told me
stories about the redheaded Wili and her Kelpie. How, on a dark and
stormy night, they brought the Minotaur of Calder Falls through the
front gates of Moran.”

“Wait.” Alex held up his hands. “She brought
the Minotaur of Calder Falls to Moran?”

“That’s right,” Valery said. “The Minotaur
and a wounded Hunter.”

“Marcus Taylor,” Kile added.

“That’s him. They were both unconscious, but
alive. My grandfather always told me that story whenever he
visited. He said it was proof there wasn’t anything a boy could do
that a girl couldn’t do better. When I told him I wanted to join
the Hunters, he couldn’t have been prouder. They say you were with
him… when he…”

“Yeah, I was,” Kile said.

She always regretted that day on the road to
Forthbar. She had gone full-blown feral. If she could have
prevented it, or at least controlled it, she might have been able
to save Jax’s life. Instead, all she could do was sit with him and
wait for the Lasting.

“So, you know the real story,” Alex said,
leaning over the table. “The real story about who captured the
Minotaur.”

“Well, no, not really,” Valery said. “All I
know is what my grandfather told me, and all he knew was what
Hunter Taylor told him. How Kile showed up during a rainstorm with
the Minotaur strapped to a wooden sled and Hunter Taylor slumped
over his horse. My grandfather tried to question her, but… it
didn’t go as planned.”

“Why, what happened?” Alex asked.

“He said she convinced two dogs to help her
escape.”

Kile laugh. It all seemed easy, looking back
on it now.

“I kind of felt bad doing that to Jax. But I
was only probationary. I was afraid if anyone found out I had
anything to do with the Minotaur, they would boot me out of the
Guild. All I wanted to do was complete my first delivery.”

“Delivery,” Valery exclaimed, jumping to her
feet. “My first class D deliver, and I almost forget.”

“Class D?” Emara asked.

“A class D deliver is a delivery of a
high-priority package or mail through hostile territory,” Kile
explained. She was all too familiar with class D delivers. She’d
only had one, and it didn’t go well. “Who’s it for?”

Valery pulled a rolled-up message from her
courier’s bag and handed it to Kile. “It’s for you. I only received
the assignment a couple of days ago,” she said. “I was going to go
to the Tower since that was the last place you were seen, but Alex
said you were eventually coming here.”

Kile slowly unrolled the parchment and read
it over a few times. It didn’t say much. It was a simple summons to
the palace in Azintar, and it was signed by King Roland Waltair.
Why would the king send her a summons? Was this his way of getting
her to come back? She did try to sneak out on him.

“Is everything all right, Ki?” Emara
asked.

She must have made a face or something.
Everyone was now staring at her.

“I didn’t mess up, did I? Waiting the few
extra days?” Valery asked nervously. “I mean, I could have gone to
Littenbeck to deliver it, I mean I should have gone, but it’s
nearly a two-day ride and I was afraid you’d be here when I was
there, and by the time I arrived back here, and you’d be
there.”

“No, it’s fine,” Kile assured her.

The letter should have been sent to the
Guild house in Littenbeck and delivered to the Tower. Why it was
sent to Baxter’s Bay instead and put in the hands of a probationary
Hunter was anyone’s guess.

“Do you have the script?” Kile asked.

“The what?”

“The script. I’m supposed to sign a delivery
script, which you should have given me before the letter.”

“Oh, shoot, you’re right.” Valery dove into
her courier’s bag again. “I messed up. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. You’re still new at
this.”

“That’s no excuse,” she said, pulling a
handful of crumpled papers out of her bag. She threw them on the
table and unfolded a few before she found the one she wanted. After
trying to flatten it out with little success, she nervously handed
it to Kile.

“Cut yourself some slack.” Kile said,
looking over the paper. “Mistakes are part of the job. Believe me,
I’ve made more than my share.”

“Still, this is a class D assignment. They
don’t usually hand those out to probationary Hunters. This could be
the assignment that earns me my Level Five.”

“You remember what Master Adams always said
about assignments?” Alex asked. “Nobody cares how you do it…”

“… as long as it gets done,” Kile finished
with him.

“I’ll have to remember that,” Valery
said.

“Did you happen to remember to bring
something to write with?”

“Ah… no… sorry.”

“You should always have something to write
with because you don’t know where you’ll be when you deliver the
letter,” Alex explained.

“I’ll have to remember that, too.” Valery
looked sheepish.

With a sudden flourish of her hand, Emara
produced a quill pen from, seemingly, nowhere. “I always carry a
few.” She handed it to Kile.

“What about ink?” Kile asked.

“Don’t need any.”

“Of course not.” She scribbled her name
across the bottom of the script. The quill wrote in a bright shade
of pink. “Sorry about that.” Kile handed the paper back to
Valery.

“As long as I get paid, I don’t care what
color it’s in.”

“Now you’re talking like a true Hunter,”
Alex laughed.

“We were finishing supper if you care to
join us,” Emara said with a mischievous grin.

Kile was sure the mystic only wanted the
young woman to join them so she could find out exactly how well she
knew Alex.

“I’m afraid not. I have a delivery to make
in Humton,” the young Hunter said.

“Humton, and you’re leaving now?” Alex
exclaimed. “Humton’s a good day’s ride from here, and it’s getting
late.”

“Not to worry. I like traveling at night. My
grandfather said I was part bat.” She grinned.

She had no idea what it meant to be part
bat, Kile thought as she watched Valery shove the rest of the loose
paper back into her courier’s bag. When the Hunter finished, she
stood beside the table for a moment and looked as if she was trying
to work up the courage to say something more. Taking a deep breath,
she blurted out. “May I ask a favor of you, Hunter Veller?”

“Uh, sure, but please, it’s just Kile.”

“I don’t know if I can call you that.”

“What do you need?”

“Well, how do I say this? I heard… you can…
talk to horses.”

“Where did you hear that?” Kile asked.

“Kinda everywhere, but mostly from Luke.
He’s the stable hand at the Academy. And, of course, I assumed most
of the stories Master Bartlow told us are, at least, partially
true.”

“Of course she can,” Alex cheerfully
answered for her. “She had a long conversation with my horse when
we were still at the Academy. I didn’t realize it at the time, but
ever since then, he’s been pretty reasonable.”

“Oh, it’s nothing like that,” Valery said.
“My horse is wonderful, only, I heard the horses can tell you their
true names.”

It was true, Kile often spoke with the
horses back at the Academy. It only seemed polite to address them
by their true names as opposed to the ones their owners gave them.
The vir names were so unoriginal, and a few were rather insulting.
That’s not to say all horses disliked their vir names. Some, like
Alex’s, preferred them over their true names while others never had
a true name to begin with.

“I think I can help you,” Kile said, getting
up from the table.

Valery looked startled. “Right now?”

“You wanted to get on the road, didn’t
you?”

“Well, yes, but I didn’t want to bother you
right now.”

“It’s no bother. We were finished
anyway.”

“This I’ve got to see.” Alex jumped to his
feet.

Emara sighed. “Oh, wonderful, we get to go
to the stables.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


The streets weren’t nearly as crowded now.
Only a handful of shops remained open. This part of the town closed
down early, but the rest of Baxter’s Bay was still active. From
what Kile understood, the town never slept and there was always
something going on somewhere. She could even hear the distant sound
of laughter, which always felt like it was just out of her
reach.

Opening her satchel, Kile let Vesper climb
up her arm and ride on her shoulder. The sight of the yarrow set
Valery at ease as she scratched his head.

“I hope you don’t mind me saying, but you’re
quite different from what Master Bartlow described in his stories,”
the young Hunter remarked.

“How so?” Kile asked.

“You always seemed… angry and… kinda scary,
and your hair was red.”

“The hair color is temporary,” Alex
interjected. His comment was followed by the sound of Emara,
slapping him upside the head.

“Master Bartlow tends to exaggerate,” the
mystic added.

When they reached the stables, they found
them empty, save for a single shielded stallion with black socks.
Valery pulled a carrot from her courier’s bag and fed it to the
horse while stroking his nose.

“He’s very well-behaved and has never given
me any trouble. But after talking with Luke, I always felt bad that
I couldn’t use his real name.”

“Good evening,” Kile said as she approached
the stallion. “My name is Kile Veller, and you are?”

-Sootfoot,- the horse answered, and it
wasn’t difficult to tell he did not like his vir-given name.

“Sootfoot?” Kile repeated, turning to
Valery. “You named him… Sootfoot?”

The young Hunter’s eyes widened. “So, it’s
true, you can speak with animals.”

Kile turned back to the horse.

“I am so sorry,” she told him. “What is your
true name?”

Sootfoot didn’t hesitate. - Nothas-

Kile could feel the pride within the name.
“Nothas, I like it. It suits you.”

When the horse heard his name spoken out
loud, he shook back his mane and stomped his foot.

“So, Nothas, how is Valery treating you
otherwise?”

-Mistress has been good to me. She treats me
well. She feeds carrots, although I prefer apples. I also enjoy her
singing when we go riding.-

The horse’s words filled her with a deep
sense of caring and trust. There was already a strong bond between
him and the young Hunter.

“I’m glad to hear that.” Kile stroked his
nose.

“What did he tell you?” Valery asked
nervously.

“His name is Nothas. He says he prefers
apples to carrots and he likes it when you sing to him.”

The young Hunter blushed. “He told you
that?”

“He cares a lot about you.”

“I care a lot about him. Thank you, Miss… I
mean, thank you, Kile.”

“It’s the least I could do,” she said. “I
know you’re eager to get going, and I have to get back to the Tower
if I’m going to get an early start tomorrow. Take care,
probationary Hunter Valery.”

Kile was about to leave when Nothas called
out to her. -I have a message for you if you are who they say you
are.-

“A message? From whom?” she asked. Why would
a horse she had never met before have a message for her? She didn’t
like where this was going.

-Gorum,- Nothas answered, and in his words,
she could see the old mastiff patrolling the stables. It’d been a
long time since she had spoken with her old friend.

“How? I mean. What did he say?”

-He told us, should we find you, we are to
tell you the Sons of Terrabin have not been idle. They are growing
in number and in power. They are recruiting, even within the
Academy. You are not safe.-

~~~***~~~

 


 


“So, what did the horse tell you?” Alex
asked.

“Only what I told Valery,” Kile said.

They stood in the street, outside the
stables, watching Valery Jax ride off to Humton. It reminded Kile
of her first assignment. A simple delivery to the town of Tobery.
It wasn’t that long ago, although it felt like a few lifetimes. She
was so excited back then, so eager to prove herself. At the time,
being a Hunter meant everything to her. Now, not so much. When did
it all come crashing down? When did she become so jaded? It was
probably when the Hunters accused her of murder and tried to kill
her. Yeah, that could pretty much change anyone’s opinion.

“I mean after that,” Alex demanded. “That
horse told you something else, didn’t he? Did he know why you were
being summoned to the palace? Did it have something to do with the
secret mission?”

“What secret mission?” Kile asked.

Alex looked up and down the street as if he
expected the shadows to be listening in on their conversation. “I
heard,” he whispered, “the king is searching for a secret Alva
artifact. One that will end the war and bring back the wastelands.
They may have found it on a lost island, somewhere across the
ocean. I also heard the king was assembling an expedition to go and
bring it back.”

“Where did you hear that?”

“I may not be a Hunter anymore, but I still
have my connections. I have ears and eyes in every city.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Well, maybe not in every city, but I do
have my connections.”

“Please, you don’t have connections. You’re
barely up on your rumors,” she laughed and looked over at
Emara.

The mystic slapped Alex upside his head.
“You weren’t supposed to tell anyone,” she said through clenched
teeth.

“This isn’t anyone—this is Kile.”

Somehow, that didn’t sound very
flattering.

“Still, you can’t simply blab about it.”

“It’s okay. I knew about the artifact,” Kile
said.

“How did you know?” Alex’s eyes lit up. “Did
the king confide in you?”

“No,” Kile answered, but that wasn’t
entirely true. “I heard it from the mystic at Windfoil.”

“Elmac Okalis?” Emara asked.

“Yeah, that was him. I met him during the
conference and he told me about the artifact, although I don’t
think it was much of a secret. But he didn’t say anything about an
expedition.”

“Well, you didn’t hear it from me, but it’s
true,” Emara said. “Late last summer, the king sent out a fleet of
ships to find a way through the maelstrom, to where the Alva
claimed this so-called ancient artifact is located. The Tower has
already assigned Mystic Elmac as our representative on this voyage
since he’s been involved with the research from the beginning.”

“You don’t sound as if you believe in this
artifact,” Kile said.

The mystic laughed. “Oh, please. An ancient
artifact that can bring back the wastelands and reestablish the
Alva Empire? It’s a fairy tale worthy of Alex.”

“See, Ki, maybe your summons does have
something to do with the secret mission,” Alex added.

“I seriously doubt it. If you remember, I
tried to attack the Alva ambassadors. If anything, I think they’d
want me as far away from the expedition as they can get me. No, I’m
afraid I might know what this summons is all about.”

“What?” Alex asked.

“Just… something that was left unfinished.
It doesn’t matter.”

“Something between you and Roland?” Emara
asked.

“We should be heading back to the Tower,”
Kile, said quickly.

She left them standing in the road,
laughing.
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Kile didn’t get much sleep. Most of the
night she lay awake, listening to Emara snoring and staring at the
hovering ball, which was now casting a dim blue light over the
room. One of these days, she thought, that ball was going to fall.
There was no reason it should remain up there. It was unnatural.
Unfortunately, she’d probably never get to see it, unless it fell
within the next couple of hours. She was leaving in the morning,
heading back to Azintar. The early start would give her time to
think, time to get her head on straight before she saw Roland
again. She was also planning to take a little side trip back to the
Academy. Since it was right outside the City of Azintar, it
shouldn’t delay her too long. She had to see Gorum again, had to
know what the Sons of Terrabin were up to.

It had been a long time since she’d heard
that name. She thought the war would have put an end to their
threat within the Guild or at least minimized it. But no such luck.
If anything, it looked as if it might have done the opposite. They
were growing in number and strength. She’d seen it herself but
hadn’t realized it at the time.

The Sons of Terrabin were trying to steer
the Guild in a different direction. Although Hunters usually worked
alone, the Sons believed if they combined their skills, they could
do so much more, but only for those who could afford them. Gone
would be the days of delivering messages, protecting travelers, and
helping the commoner. Instead, they would become a personal army
for the rich and the powerful. Any merchant, lord, or, dare she
say, king, could put down disputes, challenge rival landholders, or
even seize entire towns if they were willing to pay for it.

She had seen it coming for a while. The
increased fees the Guild charged made it nearly impossible for the
average person to afford them. Every Guild house had a board, where
scripts viewed as unimportant were hung. But who made that
decision? Who decided what was important and what wasn’t? It all
came down to who could pay. Those boards were usually filled with
scripts that went ignored.

Not only did they want to control what jobs
the Hunters took, but they also wanted to control who became a
Hunter in the first place. They’d only accept sons of noble birth
or wealthy families into the new Guild. People like Alex and Murphy
would have been turned away at the front door. And forget about
her. She wouldn’t have made it even that far. The runaway daughter
of a peasant farmer with Orceen blood didn’t fit their ideal of the
perfect Hunter, not by a long shot. As for the other members of
their survival group, they probably would have accepted Daniel. His
skill in the mystic arts alone would have made him a valuable
member, and Carter would have had no trouble getting in. He was
exactly what they were looking for.

Climbing out of bed, Kile opened the window.
New day, new possibilities, new problems. The sun was already
rising as the morning light crept its way up the streets of
Littenbeck. It was only a matter of time before it reached the base
of the Tower, not that the Tower would notice. There was a constant
shadow over the courtyard. She was sure the mystics had something
to do with that. What better way to say no solicitors than
never-ending darkness.

She watched the city slowly wake as a few
early risers already went about their business. It must be nice,
she thought. They lived each day without realizing what was
happening in the world around them. She could have lived like that,
back in Riverport, if she had listened to her father and married
that little troll of a boy who lived down the road from her.

What was he doing now?

That might not have been the life she
wanted, but was the life she got any better?

They said she was cured. No, that wasn’t
true. They said there wasn’t anything wrong with her to start with,
and that’s what scared her. Yet hiding here in the Tower wasn’t
much different from hiding in Riverport.

Kile grabbed her pack from the corner of the
room, where it had sat for the last three months. She started
stuffing what little she had into it.

“Do all Hunters get up this early?” Emara
asked.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,” Kile
said.

“So, you’re actually going?”

“I’m afraid so. I think I should get this
over with.”

“You know, I could always… zap you there. It
would save you a lot of time and you could hang out here a little
longer.”

The thought of being zapped anywhere made
her tense. There was no telling where she might end up. She had as
good a chance of winding up in the middle of the wastelands as
reaching Azintar. She also knew that staying in the Tower was too
easy. An extra day would lead to another and before long, a week
would pass. She could always think of more excuses to stay and she
knew Emara would never question them. If she was going to leave,
she had to leave now.

“Thanks, but I have a few stops I want to
make along the way,” she said as she retrieved her Lann from under
the bed.

“I’m gonna miss you and Vesper.” Emara
pouted. “It will be lonely here without you two.”

Kile turned to the mystic. “You’ll be fine.
We’ll stop by to visit when we can.”

Somehow, those promises never panned out.
People always say they’ll keep in touch, and they mean it when they
say it, but then life happens.

“Come on, Vesper.” She held out her hand.
The yarrow quickly took his place on her shoulder.

-We going?-

“Yeah, we’re going.”

“I’ll walk you out,” Emara said, throwing on
one of her brightly colored robes.

Kile was grateful for the offer. Navigating
the Tower was not something she was looking forward to so early in
the morning, especially when she didn’t have a scent to track.
Trying to find the front door might have taken her a few days.

They walked in silence through the winding
corridors, sometimes going up, sometimes going down, but Emara
never deviated from her course. How mystics could traverse the
complex universe of the Tower was beyond Kile’s senses. It was
nearly impossible to get her bearings until they reached the lobby
and she could see the courtyard beyond the open doors. She knew,
once she was outside, everything would be normal again, or normal
when compared to the Tower.

“Can’t talk you into staying any longer?”
Emara asked.

“I think I’ve been in this place long
enough.”

The mystic looked around the lobby. “Yeah.”
She laughed. “It does take a bit of getting used to.”

Kile gave her a hug and stepped through the
doors into the morning light.

“You will let me know when you and Alex
decide to tie the knot,” she said.

“What?” Emara shouted. “What… What are you
talking about? Whatever gave you that idea?”

Kile laughed. “Hey, I’m just calling it like
I see it.”

“Well, I can assure you, you didn’t see
anything like that.” Emara huffed. “That… That’s absurd. Why? Did
he say something to you?”

“I’ll see you around.” Kile set her new hat
on her head and started out across the black-stoned courtyard.
Stopping, she took a deep breath. She was on her own again. Well,
not exactly on her own. She still had Vesper with her. Scratching
the yarrow’s head, she looked back at the Tower. Emara was gone, as
was the door. She hated the mystic arts.
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Walking the streets of Littenbeck brought
back a few memories, most of which she wished to forget. She made
her way down the back alleys, avoiding the busier routes, and
stopped beside a street vendor who was opening his wagon for the
day. Purchasing a couple of apples and a bunch of carrots, she
continued on to the Black Hoof Livery.

The sign outside was completely blank; the
paint had long since worn away. The grey wooden plaque hung by two
rusty chains over the front door. The owner hadn’t bothered to
replace it since everyone in the city already knew the name. It
seemed like a waste of money.

As soon as Kile stepped through the door, a
grey-haired old man ran out from behind the counter toward her.

“Thank the blessed holy badger you’re here,”
he exclaimed.

“The holy what?”

“I can’t take it anymore. I won’t take it
anymore. He has to go.”

“Wait. What?”

“No, no wait, he goes, now,” the old man
said, reaching over the counter and grabbing a piece of paper. He
shoved it into Kile’s hands.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“That… that’s your bill.”

“My bill? This must be a mistake. The Guild
is supposed to cover this.”

“Yes, the Guild agreed to cover boarding but
not damages.”

“Damages?”

“Yes, damages. Structural damage, property
damage, medical bills…”

“Medical bills? Is he all right?”

“Is he all right? Is he all right?” the old
man laughed hysterically. “One of my men gets kicked through the
side door and takes out a water trough and you ask if that thing is
all right.”

“I’m so sorry, but I can’t afford this.”

“You can’t afford this? We’ll see what the
guards have to say about that.”

“Wait a moment. This has to be a
mistake.”

“The only mistake was letting that… that
thing in here.”

“Let me get in contact with the Guild. I’m
sure I can work this out.”

“No, I want it gone, and I want payment
now.”

“It’s okay, Gunther, she’s with me.”

Kile spun around to see a tall, slim man
with short blond hair standing in the doorway. He was dressed in
rather fine-looking clothes and was wrapped in a white cloak. He
gave her a lopsided smile as he reached into this pocket and pulled
out a small purse.

“Danny, what are you doing here?”

“Bailing you out… again.” He counted out the
coins and dropped it into the old man’s outstretched hand. The
purse was considerably lighter when he slipped it back into his
pocket. Gunther carefully looked through the coins, checking each
one for authenticity, before retreating behind his counter.

“I thank you, Master Leary, but I want that
thing out of here now. Take it and go.” He pointed toward the
door.

Before Kile could reach the exit, there was
a loud crash, followed by the sound of splintering wood and someone
cursing. Everyone remained silent for a moment until something
heavy struck the far wall, knocking the office door off its hinges.
A very large, agitated mountain pony, stuck his head through the
opening.

“Grim!” Kile called out.

-I thought that was you,- he said in his all
too calm, unapologetic tone. -So, are we finally leavening this
rat-infested hole?-

“I want that thing out of here,” Gunther
bellowed at the top of his lungs.

Kile was sure every guard in the vicinity
would be converging on the livery within the next few minutes.

“Grim, go back through the stables. Meet me
outside,” she told him.

-Why? This is shorter.-

Before Kile could stop him, the mountain
pony pushed his way into the office, ripping the door frame off the
wall and pulling down a portion of the wall with it. Casually
walking across the floor, he made for the front door. Daniel
quickly stepped aside to get out of Grim’s way. When the pony
reached the street, he shook off the debris and turned back toward
the livery.

-Come on, child. Let’s get moving.-

Kile covered her face with her hands and
took a deep breath. Morgan had taught her how to maintain control,
and she should have known Grim was going to put those teachings to
the test.

“Mr. Gunther, I am so—”

“Get out!” the old man said before she could
finish her apology. He ran around the desk, pointing to the door.
“Get out! Get out! If I see either you or that… the beast around my
livery again, I will have you clapped in iron and that thing
shipped off to the butchers, do you hear me?”

“Please, at least let me—”

“Get out!”

“Come on, Kile.” Daniel grabbed her by the
arm and dragged her out of the office. “We should probably go.”

Kile stepped back out onto the street where
a handful of people had already gathered. Fortunately, there were
no guards as she was sure Mr. Gunther wouldn’t hesitate to follow
through with his threat. She walked away from the mountain pony,
heading toward the center of the city.

-So, did you get your head screwed on
right?- Grim asked.

Kile turned and stared at him. To her
surprise, he faltered. “Don’t you even start with me.”

-What? Just trying to make conversation,
it’s been awhile.-

“Why couldn’t you have simply gone through
the stables like a normal horse? Why did you have to destroy his
office?”

-Seemed like the thing to do.-

“And what’s this about you kicking one of
the hands through the stable doors?”

-Oh, well, you see he scared me.-

“Scared you? You faced a dragon, the Valgar,
even a Minotaur, and you want me to believe you were frightened by
a stable hand.”

-Well, maybe he didn’t actually scare me.
It’s more like he amused me. Especially when he went flying through
the door.- Grim laughed.

“Why?”

-I got bored. Do you know what it’s like,
waiting around in that place for three months while you get your
head shrunk? The only other fun I had was chasing them around the
courtyard. That kind of ended when I caught one.-

“What did you… no, I don’t even want to
know.”

-I told you I could take care of myself. You
should have left me in the fields.-

Kile laughed. “Oh, I can see that. I leave
you to fend for yourself and the next thing I know, you’ll be the
next class A open script. No thank you.”

“Kile, I think you should probably continue
this conversation elsewhere,” Daniel said, reminding her of the
people around her.

She was standing in the middle of the
street, arguing with her horse while a crowd of people had gathered
to see what all the yelling was about.

“We’re not finished,” she said, turning away
from Grim.

-I like what you’ve done with your
hair.-

“If I could get my hands around his neck, I
would strangle him right now,” she mumbled.

-You know you love me.-

“Why didn’t you stable him at the Guild
house?” Daniel asked.

“You don’t think I tried? They wouldn’t take
him without a security deposit, which I couldn’t afford. They were
afraid he’d damage the place. Now, why would they think that?”

“Don’t worry about it. Gunther will calm
down in time, and I’ll go back there and smooth everything
out.”

“Look, Danny. Thanks, you know, for putting
up the coin.”

“Don’t sweat it. That’s what friends are
for.”

“I’ll pay you back, I promise. Although
right now, I have to be somewhere.”

“Yeah, I know. Let me get Maliea and we’ll
be off.”

Kile stopped and looked at him. “What do you
mean, we?”

“I’m going with you,” he replied as if the
answer was obvious.

“Look, Danny. I can take care of myself,
stable destruction aside. I’m all better now. I received a clean
bill of health from the Tower.”

“Oh, I’m sure, not that I’d actually accept
the Tower’s diagnosis of your mental status, but that has nothing
to do with it. I’ve been summoned to the palace as well.”

“You have? Wait, how did you know I
was?”

Daniel hesitated. “Oh, well, you know. The
Hunter who delivered mine said he was delivering one to you too.
So, I assumed it was also a summons.”

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense,” Kile said.
“Do you remember his name? I mean, I’d like to put in a good word
for him at the Guild house if I get a chance.”

“No, sorry. He handed me the message and was
gone.”

“No problem.” She waved a hand dismissively.
But there was a problem. Why did Daniel lie to her?
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Daniel’s horse, Maliea, was waiting for him
at the Guild Stables. Retrieving her was so much easier, and the
mare seemed happy to see Kile again. They exchanged a few words as
Daniel settled his account with the stable hand. Since he was a
Hunter, he didn’t have to pay the stable fees, but it was always
good practice to tip the handler.

They made one more stop at the Guild
Hospital, where Daniel collected his pack as well as a few other
pieces of so-called essential equipment. Kile was surprised to see
he hadn’t learned much from his time at the Academy since he’d
packed for every possible contingency. Master Folkstaff had taught
them to survive off the land and Master Adams had drummed into
their heads the importance of traveling light. Daniel looked as if
he had packed everything but those two pieces of wisdom. It wasn’t
as if they were going back into the wastelands; they were only
going to Azintar. Alone, she could have made the trip in less than
a day. Now, it looked as if she wasn’t going to get there until
nightfall. She thought about ditching him when he wanted to repack
one of his bags, but she couldn’t do it. He was her closest friend,
besides Alex, and she chalked up her impatience to one more trait
she must have inherited from Grim.

It was another two hours before they finally
passed under the eastern gate of the city and turned north.

Once on the road, out in the wild, like
always, she was more relaxed, more alive. The troubles of the past
three months, and even those before that, no longer bothered her.
She knew she’d pick them up again once she returned to
civilization, but for the moment, she was free. Turning around on
Grim’s back, she brought her feet up on his rump and lay her head
on the back of his neck. She pulled her hat down to cover her eyes
as Vesper quickly took his place on the pony’s head. All was right
with the world.

Daniel pulled Maliea up alongside her.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“The hair color is temporary,” she said
without looking up.

“Actually, that wasn’t the question I was
going to ask. Although I was curious.”

“What do you want to know?”

“You spent three months in the Tower.”

Kile finally lifted the brim of her hat and
looked at him. “And you want to know what the mystics did inside my
head.”

“You have to admit, there aren’t too many
normal people who spent that much time in the Tower. They say it
changes you.”

“Well, you have nothing to worry about. I’ve
concluded I’m far from normal.”

“If that’s all you’ve found out, I could
have saved you the time.”

“If I remember right, you wanted to go to
the Tower to learn how to use your skills.”

Daniel laughed. “Yeah, well, that’s
different. I was young and stupid.” He grinned. “But, seriously,
did you find your answers?”

“I found answers but not the ones I was
looking for.”

“So, what answers did you find?”

“According to Morgan, there’s nothing wrong
with me.”

“How can that be? I mean, what about your
episodes, those times when you…”

“Lost it?”

“Yeah.”

Kile smiled. “That appears to be a normal
part of who I am.”

“What I saw was not normal.”

“It is for someone like me. Look, Danny,
Morgan taught me how to control it, how to work with it. So, don’t
worry. I’m perfectly fine.”

“Why do I find that hard to believe?”

“Because you’re a worrier, and you’ve known
me for too long.”

“You know, we can run tests at the
Hospital…”

“Forget about it, I’ve had enough tests.
Drop it, okay?”

“As you wish.” Daniel shrugged and fell
quiet. It was an awkward silence.

“I’m sorry, Danny. It’s just—”

“No, you don’t have to apologize. You’ll
tell me when you’re ready. You always do.”

She pulled her hat down lower over her eyes.
“Fine, I’ll let you know then.”

“Did you know Tullner tried to see you at
the Tower but was turned away?”

Kile quickly sat up. “What? When?”

“About a month ago. The mystics wouldn’t let
him in so he came by the Hospital, asking if I had any contact with
you and if you were all right. Lore was with him. The dogs have
become something of a permanent fixture with Perha squad.”

“Where did he go? What happened? What did
you tell him?”

Daniel grinned. “Well, it looks like I found
something that piqued your interest.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m
curious, that’s all.”

“Sure, you are. Anyway, Tullner, or should I
say, Sergeant Tullner is now in command of Perha squad. They were
being sent north, into Denal to patrol the border, or at least
that’s what they told him. Sandson is still with him, as are Browne
and Anurr. I’m not sure about the rest. He did say Duffy was
reassigned but didn’t seem too broken up about it.”

“No, he wouldn’t be,” Kile said. “Do you
know what he came to see me about?”

“Wouldn’t say, but I could hazard a
guess.”

“Please, don’t.”

“I could have saved him the time. I tried a
few times to see you, you know, to make sure you were all right.
But I couldn’t get past the mystics at the front door. It seems I
didn’t have the proper paperwork.”

“The mystics are very protective of the
Tower,” she explained. “Have you heard anything from Carter?”

“Carter? No. I haven’t seen him since we
returned from our little trip into the wastelands. I did hear he
received his Level Two Certificate if you can believe that.”

“Level Two? Already?”

“Tell me about it.” Daniel shook his head in
disgust. “He’s a Level Two, you’re a Level Three, and I’m still a
Level Five.”

“It’s not a race, Danny.”

“Don’t I know it. It’s hard to get any
recognition when you’re not a field Hunter.”

“What you do is very important.”

“Yeah, well, it would be nice if somebody
noticed. I mean, I’m not asking for much. I’d simply like to get my
Level Four.”

“You want to move up a pay grade, that’s
all,” Kile said. “You should consider yourself lucky. Field Hunters
are paid by the job, not by the week.”

“It’s not even about the money. Do you know
they gave Alex his Level Four before he was discharged?”

“Oh, so that’s it. You’re mad because Alex
got his Level Four before you did.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Isn’t it?”

Daniel grinned. “Well… maybe a little.”

“Yeah, but look what he had to give up to
get it? I don’t think it was worth it.”

“You’re probably right.”

“Have you heard anything about Marcus?” Kile
asked.

“I had to report to the Guild house in
Forthbar before returning to Littenbeck. They say he retrieved his
horse, but I haven’t heard anything about him. You think he’s lying
low?”

“Probably. Either that or he’s gone looking
for the Beast of Spine Mountain again.” She laughed.

“You don’t think he’d go after Umingoth, do
you?” Daniel asked.

“I seriously doubt it. Marcus relies too
much on his Edge, and Umingoth is way out of his league. To tell
you the truth, he’s probably in some bar chatting up the waitresses
and getting free drinks.”
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The sun was already setting over the western
ridge when the white towers of Azintar came into view. It was the
greatest and by far the oldest city in Aru. An architectural wonder
built along the lay of the land, it rose with the hillside. Tier
after tier, the city was built on its own back, and that back was
slowly starting to break. There never seemed to be a reason the
city was laid out the way it was. Kile had often wondered if the
same person who built the Tower had a hand in arranging the streets
of Azintar.

She had visited the city on two separate
occasions. The first time was in the back of a supply wagon seven
years ago. After she passed the entry examination at the Tower,
they brought the cadets to the city, or more accurately, to the
Academy. Since the Academy was located outside the walls of Azintar
and not within the city proper, she couldn’t consider that a visit.
In fact, during her three years in the Academy, she never once
entered the city. So, technically, she had only visited the city
once. That was when she arrived in the back of a merchant’s wagon
when the Undacks smuggled her through the eastern gate into the
Vetta. At the time, she was being hunted by Hunters. That was only
three years ago. Now, she was being summoned to the city.

Her life had taken a rather strange
turn.

“We should probably find a place to stay for
the night,” Daniel said, catching her off guard.

“Sorry?”

“You know, get a room for the night, unless
you want to sleep on the streets.”

“I suggested we stop earlier but you
wouldn’t have it.”

“Yeah, right. I am not sleeping in the wild.
I’ve had enough of that. I want a room with a bed.”

“Are you sure you’re a Hunter?” she
asked.

“Come on, there’s a great inn up the road
from here. They also serve a pretty decent meal, if we’re on
time.”

“We’ll stay at the Guild house.”

“The Guild house? Why do you want to stay
there?” Daniel asked, and by the look on his face, this suggestion
was worse than sleeping out in the wild. “Nobody stays at the Guild
houses if they can help it.”

“Look, I don’t know about you, but I don’t
exactly have the coin to spend on rooms at the inn,” she said.

“Don’t worry, I’ll pay for it.” He pulled
out his purse. She was surprised to see it had somehow healed
itself from the wound it suffered back at the Black Hoof
Livery.

Where was he getting all this coin from,
anyway? Were they truly paying academic Hunters that much? Daniel
had often complained about his lack of funds, but now that was
apparently the least of his problems.

“You can stay at the inn,” she told him.
“I’ll stay at the Guild house.”

“Fine, we’ll go to the Guild house.” He
shoved the purse back into his shirt. “I suppose it will be okay
for one night.”

It wasn’t difficult to find the Guild house.
All they had to do was look for the familiar green banner that
waved outside the front door. But finding the house and reaching it
proved to be two separate tasks. It took them over an hour to
navigate the winding streets of the city since most of their
choices led them to dead-ends. It was almost as if someone had
deliberately placed buildings in their paths to waylay them from
their course. Kile was beginning to regret not taking Daniel up on
his suggestion to stay at the inn when they had the chance. But
now, would they even be able to find it again or find their way out
of the city? In the end, the only way to get to the Guild house was
to move farther away from it. It might have been the long way
around, but they did eventually reach it.

The Azintar Guild house was different from
most Guild houses Kile had visited. For starters, it was larger.
The main building was three stories high and had its own stables
located in the rear. It also didn’t have a chapter number over the
door, but that could have been removed as the numbers no longer
served a purpose.

She led Grim around back. Daniel reluctantly
followed.

The stables were a simple row of stalls with
a common watering trough outside. It was not the most luxurious
place to house a horse, especially in a city like Azintar, but it
would do in a pinch.

-You honestly expect me to stay here?- Grim
asked. He seemed of the same mind as Daniel, that any place was
better than the Guild house.

“You lost your vote when you decided to
destroy the last place you stayed,” she told him.

Daniel seemed uncertain as he looked the
place over. “It looks abandoned.”

Closing her eyes and falling into her Edge,
Kile let the feral side of her take over. She took a deep breath,
calmed her mind, and opened herself up to the world around her. The
water in the trough was cold and fresh. The hay in the stalls was
new, and the stalls themselves had been recently cleaned. There
were two people in the Guild house, along with twenty-some-odd rats
and a lazy cat. There were also bats in the eaves.

“It’s fine,” she said after she opened her
eyes. “And it’s not abandoned.”

-It sure looks abandoned,- Grim
remarked.

“Are you sure?” Daniel asked. “You would
think a Guild house this size would have a few Hunters staying
here, and yet the stalls are empty.”

“You obviously haven’t been to too many
Guild houses,” she said leading Grim to one of the stalls. She
removed her pack from his harness and Vesper quickly took his place
on her shoulder. “Come on, let’s get settled in.” She headed toward
the front of the building.

Pushing open the front door, it was like
stepping back in time. The musty smell, the dim lighting, the
bulletin boards, even the dust on the back of the chairs, it was
all too familiar. It brought her back to Coopervill, the first day
she reported to her Guild house. How could the outside look so
different but the interior be exactly the same? The office door
opened and Kile had expected, no, she had hoped, to see old Kane
staring at her from the reception window.

“Can I help you?”

He was a young man, about in his thirties:
round face, red nose, short black hair neatly combed back.

“Sorry, I was kind of expecting someone
else,” Kile answered.

“I’m afraid there’s nobody else here but me.
Well, me and Lichas.”

“Lichas?”

“Probationary Level Five Hunter, Lichas
Sweet, started work this year.” He jerked his thumb to the ceiling.
With the expression on the man’s face, it didn’t look as if he
approved of Hunter Sweet.

“We didn’t think anyone was here.” Daniel
stepped forward. “All the stalls are empty and the place looked
abandoned.”

“No, not abandoned, not completely,” the man
said. “There are forty-two Hunters currently assigned to the Guild
house in Azintar, but none of them actually stay here… except for
Sweet, and he doesn’t currently have a horse.”

“Why? What happened to it?” Kile asked.

Every Hunter was given a horse during their
second year at the Academy, although none were anything like Grim.
The mountain pony was a rarity that had somehow found its way in
with the rest of the horses.

“I’m afraid he lost it,” the man said.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. How did it
happen?” Kile asked.

“We don’t know.” He shrugged. “He stabled
him in one of the liveries on the other side of the city, and he
can’t remember which one. It’s been two weeks now.” He sighed,
shaking his head. “So, what can I do for you folks? You looking to
hire? I have to warn you, with the war going on, delivery is
delayed and prices are going up.”

“Actually, we were hoping to stay the
night,” Kile said.

“Speak for yourself,” Daniel mumbled under
his breath.

“I’m afraid we only house Hunters. Those are
the rules. If you’re looking for a cheap inn, there’s the Royal
Legacy, down the road. Not the best place to stay, but
affordable.”

Kile stepped up to the window. “I am
Certified Level Three Hunter, Kile Veller.”

“Hunter Veller, of course, I’ve heard about
you.” The man extended his hand. “It’s an honor ma’am. The names
Kalk, Nard Kalk, Certified Level Three, retired.”

Kile shook the man’s hand. She wasn’t sure
what he’d heard about her, but he seemed genuinely excited by her
presence, so it couldn’t have been that bad. Kalk looked over
Kile’s shoulder at Daniel, who was still standing in the
doorway.

“That’s my traveling companion,” she said
without turning around. “Certified Level Five Hunter, Daniel
Leary.” She made a point to accent the word “five” in Daniel’s
title if only to see him bristle.

“So, what brings you here to Azintar? Are
you on a mission?”

“Just a simple assignment here in the city.
Nothing important. Figured we’d spend the night at the Guild house,
before seeing it through.”

“Wonderful. Glad to have you. I’m sure you
know your way around these places. Sitting and dining area on the
second floor. Beds on the third. Pantry is stocked, so help
yourself.”

“Thank you, Mr. Kalk,” Kile said, stepping
away from the window. “Oh, one more thing. Is there still a Hunter
named Swait stationed here?”

“Robert Swait? I should say so, although
he’s not currently around. He’s still running protection for
caravans in and out of Balaa, although who can say how long that
will last. If the rumors about the trade negotiation are true, we
may be in for some tough times. Why? Do you know him?”

“He helped me out once. It was a few years
ago. I never actually got the chance to thank him.”

“I’m afraid he’s not due back for at least
another fortnight, and he doesn’t always stop in at the Guild house
before going back out. But if he does, I’ll surely pass on the
message.”

“Thank you, Mr. Kalk.”

“Well, if that’s all, I still have some
paperwork in the back office to get through, but if you need
anything, let me know.”

When Kile reached the bottom of the stairs,
she turned and stopped Kalk before he could make it back to his
office. “Oh, there is one more thing. There are two horses in the
stables out back.”

“Not a problem ma’am, they’ll be taken care
of,” Kalk said.

“I wanted to warn you not to get too close
to…”

“The mountain pony?” he finished for her.
“Ma’am, that horse is as infamous as you are famous.” He
laughed.

“Thanks again, Mr. Kalk.”

“Not a problem.” He disappeared into his
office.

Kile climbed the stairs to the second floor,
which was one large space. The shutters were closed, so the place
was as dark and uninviting as the downstairs lobby. There were a
few old couches in the middle of the room, a bookshelf with three
whole books on it, and a table with a set of six mismatched chairs.
On the far side of the room was a small kitchen with a pantry.
Beside that, a flight of stairs led up to the sleeping
quarters.

Daniel dropped his pack on one of the
couches, which produced a small cloud of dust.

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here for a
while,” he said, waving it away.

Pulling open the door to the pantry, Kile
was surprised to see it fully stocked. Vesper leaped onto one of
the shelves and helped himself to a few of the vegetables before
she could pull him away.

“Curb your appetite, you,” she told him.

“Why? The man said to help ourselves,”
Daniel said as he poked around the pantry shelves.

She wasn’t sure who was worse, him or
Vesper.

“We should respect the house as well as our
host,” she said. “Each house is responsible for their own stock.
Since we are not paying, we should at least be courteous.”

Daniel turned around with a mouth full of
bread.

“Why do I even bother?” Kile asked, shaking
her head. “Try not to finish off the whole pantry before I get
back.”

“Wait, where are you going?”

“There’s somebody I have to see. I won’t be
too long.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“You don’t have to. Get some sleep. I’ll be
right back.”

Daniel grabbed his pack from the couch. “I’m
coming with you.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


The night had finally descended, and this
section of the city didn’t seem to believe in street lamps as it
was now cast in total darkness. The only lights were the torches
high along the outer wall, where the city guard stood watch.
Normally, trying to navigate the streets of Azintar at night would
have been nearly impossible, but fortunately, Kile knew where she
was going, or at least she knew what it smelled like.

Falling into her Edge, she once more let her
feral side take over. The smells of the city were not very
pleasant, but they never were. With so many vir packed together in
one place, it was bound to smell ripe. It was only a matter of
sorting through the many unique odors until she found the one she
wanted.

“This way,” she said as she started off into
the darkness.

“Are you sure you know where you’re going?”
Daniel asked.

“Trust me,” she said.

It didn’t take nearly as long as she figured
before they reached the western gate. The gates were never closed.
There was no reason to close them since they opened onto the
Hunter’s Academy.

“What are we doing here?” Daniel asked.

“I already told you, there is someone I have
to talk to,” she said.

“But, Ki, everyone’s asleep. Can’t it wait
until morning?”

“No, it can’t wait. Are you coming or
not?”

“I’m coming.”

“Then stay close and keep quiet. And
whatever you do, don’t make any sudden moves.”

The Academy hadn’t changed much, not that
she expected it to. She always thought coming back would feel like
coming home, but it never did. Even though she spent three years of
her life here, there was no connection. It was merely another place
on a long list of places.

They kept to the shadows, along the eastern
wall, and made their way as quietly as they could to the stables.
If only Daniel didn’t sound like a herd of cattle tromping along
behind her, she might have made it without being detected.

“Danny, don’t move. Stay perfectly still,”
she warned him.

“Why? What is it?”

She didn’t have to see him. She could smell
him. He was behind them and he was stalking them. Kile waited until
he came around the corner of the stables. A large black Shinar
Mastiff, one she hadn’t seen before, walked slowly toward them, his
eyes fixed on hers. Baring his teeth, he growled. Daniel quickly
pulled her in front of him.

“Kile, do something,” he said nervously.

“Stay calm.”

-I’ve been waiting for you,- the mastiff
said in a deep, menacing voice, and yet there was a hint of
excitement there as well.

“You knew we were coming?” Kile asked.

-What?-

“Did you know we were coming? You said you
were waiting for us.”

The mastiff stopped and quickly looked
around before taking a seat on the grass.

-No, I didn’t know you were coming. I was
waiting for anyone to come along. It gets dreadfully boring,
patrolling the same area night after night.-

“Oh, I’m sorry. I suppose it would.”

-Well, yeah. It’s not like anyone breaks
into this place. I mean, what’s here—a bunch of snot-nosed kids and
he won’t let us bite any of them.-

In his words, Kile could see Sir Oblum
reprimanding the dog for something that he did. She felt sorry for
him. He was clearly new on the job.

“Maybe you can help me. I’m looking
for—”

The dog suddenly jumped to his feet. -Why
should I help you? You’re intruders. You’re not supposed to be
here.- He took a few steps closer.

Kile tried to calm him down, again. “Well,
yeah, that’s true,” she said. “Look, maybe we got off on the wrong
foot. My name is Kile. What’s yours?”

-I ask the questions here,- the dog barked,
then sat down again and cocked his head to one side. -I can’t ask
you questions. You’re a vir. You shouldn’t be able to understand
me, but you do. Don’t you?-

-Of course she understands you, you
nitwit.-

That was a voice Kile recognized.

“Hunar,” she exclaimed, turning around as
the large female mastiff came into view.

Daniel quickly moved back against the stable
wall and pulled Kile in front of him again. Now he was surrounded
by two large dogs.

-Wait, you know this vir, Hunar?- the young
dog asked.

-Of course I do, and if you had heeded
anything Gorum said, you would have realized you were speaking to
the Wild Hunter.-

That title got around fast.

-She’s a Hunter.-

-She’s a Hunter… and a friend.-

When Hunar said the word friend, it didn’t
hold the same meaning or feeling as it did between vir. It went
deeper than that. Hunar considered Kile a member of her pack. The
female mastiff was always a loner, so for her to consider Kile a
pack member meant quite a lot.

“Thank you, Hunar.”

-It’s nothing,- the mastiff said, trying to
brush it off. Kile could tell she was a bit embarrassed by the show
of affection.

-Kile, this is Rejer. He’s new here, so you
have to forgive him… or not, it’s your choice.-

“He was only doing his job.”

-Was he? Don’t you think he should have
picked up on the whole talking thing a little sooner? He’s not very
observant and has a lot to learn.-

Gorum used to say the same thing about Hunar
when Kile first met them.

“Hunar, you remember Daniel?” Kile asked,
pulling him forward.

-The scent is familiar,- Hunar said
dismissively. She didn’t seem to recognize him or cared to.

“Daniel, you remember Hunar, and this is
Rejer,” she said, introducing the two dogs.

Daniel waved nervously. “Nice… nice to meet
you again,” he stammered.

“Hunar, where’s Gorum? I kind of expected
him to be out here.”

-He… doesn’t’ get out much anymore,- Hunar
said. She couldn’t hide the sadness in her voice. The dog seemed
worried about her mentor.

“Is everything okay?”

-No. He has trouble walking these days. Most
of the time he talks about the end of his cycle. I tell him not to,
but you know him. He is not afraid.-

“I got a message from him the other day,
from a horse named Nothas.”

-There are nights when he does come out with
us, but he doesn’t patrol. He often goes into the barn where it is
warm. There he talks with the horses. It was not something we could
do until we met you.-

“I’d like to speak with him. If I can.”

-He is in the master’s den. I will take you
there. Rejer, continue with the patrol.-

-Why?- Rejer asked.

Hunar quickly turned on him. -Because I said
so,- she replied, and the meaning behind those words was clear.

-Yes, Mistress,- Rejer said before backing
away.

-I don’t think he will ever take Gorum’s
place,- Hunar said as she watched the young dog disappear around
the corner of the stables.

“He doesn’t have to take Gorum’s place.
You’ve already done that.”

-I will never be as good as Gorum.-

“I think he’d be very proud of you right
about now.”

-Thank you, Kile,- Hunar said as she led
them down the hill.

Kile grabbed Daniel and pulled him
along.

“Where are we going now?” he asked.

“Apparently, to Oblum’s office.”

“What? Are you crazy?”

“I keep telling you, I’m as sane as I can
be.”

Which wasn’t saying much.

Hunar led them across the compound and the
grounds. They had become all too familiar. As they passed through
the list, Kile looked down at her hands. How many times had she had
her fingers broken in this very spot or her nose for that matter?
She was sure, during her third year at the Academy, she spent more
times in the infirmary than her own cell. The list held rather bad
memories for her, but most of those were attributed to Master
Boraro, her combat instructor. He seemed to delight in making her
life miserable. On two separate occasions, he tried to kill her,
and once he almost succeeded. Where was that psychopath now, she
wondered?

The building they approached was even taller
and more ominous than she remembered. It was far from inviting, and
the empty windows stared down at her, questioning why she was
there. Seldom did cadets see inside this place, not that any of
them wanted to. Hunar stopped when they reached the steps that led
up to the front door.

-I can’t go in with you.-

It wasn’t that the dog was afraid. Kile was
sure nothing frightened Hunar, with the possible exception of
losing Gorum. The dog had her orders, and her orders were to patrol
the grounds until Oblum came for them in the morning.

“It’s all right. Thank you, Hunar.”

-I will see you again, Kile,- the mastiff
said before running off.

She watched as the dog disappeared into the
night. For an animal so large, she moved so quietly. Taking a deep
breath, Kile climbed the stairs and tried the door. It was
unlocked.

“Are we actually going in?” Daniel
asked.

“You don’t have to. You can stay here and
act as a lookout.”

“Yeah, right, and if one of those dogs comes
back, then what?”

Kile didn’t answer as she pushed open the
door and stepped into the foyer.

The interior had the stale smell of age, and
with no lights, it was nearly impossible to see. Before she took
another step, she waited until her eyes adjusted to the darkness.
She knew where the office was. She had visited it before, the day
they told her of her father’s death. That was also the day Master
Boraro first tried to kill her. Funny how things worked out. She
looked to the top of the stairs leading to Oblum’s quarters. She
could almost hear the man sleeping. It would not do to wake her old
headmaster. Explaining their presence would be difficult.

Quietly, she started across the floor but
had forgotten about the herd of cattle behind her. She knew Daniel
wasn’t going to wait outside for her. That would have been too
easy. The sound of his boots on the hard wooden floor echoed in the
darkness.

Holding her breath, she glanced at the top
of the stairs. When she didn’t see any signs of life, she turned
and looked at Daniel.

“Can you make any more noise?” she
whispered.

“What? I’m being as quiet as I can,” he said
defensively.

It was possible that Daniel wasn’t making
any noise and only seemed that way to her because her senses were
turned up. She had been in feral mode since setting foot back into
the Academy. Ignoring him, she pushed open the door to Oblum’s
office.

“Gorum,” she called out in a loud
whisper.

-Who is there?-

“It’s me, Kile.”

-Kile. What are you doing here, pup?-

“I’ve come to see you,” she said, stepping
into the room. She waited until Daniel stumbled in before closing
the door behind them. It probably wouldn’t do much to stifle the
noise, but it made her feel safer.

Oblum’s office hadn’t changed much, although
it wasn’t nearly as frightening as it used to be. Maybe that’s
because, now that she was a Certified Level Three, there wasn’t
much the headmaster could do to her, or maybe it was because she
saw the other side of Oblum, the side he tried so hard to hide. He
was a gentle soul behind a rough exterior.

She found Gorum lying on the couch, which
was now covered with a thick blanket. The dog was watching her
closely and looked happy to see her. Sitting down beside him, she
gently stroked his head.

“Hunar tells me you haven’t been yourself
lately.”

-Hunar worries too much,- Gorum replied.

“She cares about you.”

-She does not understand. My cycle is
nearing its end,- the old mastiff said with a sigh as he laid his
head in Kile’s lap. -I will pass, but with my passing, life will
continue.-

Gorum had been the first one to explain the
cycle to Kile. She always thought animals were ignorant of their
mortality, but in fact, they were well aware of it. They believed
life and death were two states of being and that one could not
exist without the other. Life would end in death and with death,
life would begin again. Such was the way of the cycle. Kile knew
Hunar understood this, but it didn’t make it any easier.

-I know you did not come all this way to sit
with an old dog.-

“Why not? In many ways, you were my first
teacher.”

-I find that hard to believe.-

“Okay, so you weren’t exactly my first
teacher, but you were my favorite.”

Gorum laughed. It was sincere, yet sad. -So,
what has brought you here, pup?”

“I received your message, the one you gave
Nothas.”

-Nothas?-

“Hunter Jax’s horse.”

-So, my warnings did reach you.-

“And the Sons of Terrabin?”

-They are once more on the move and they are
growing in number. They are recruiting, even here in the Academy,
and they are looking to purge the Guild.-

“Purge?”

-Those who do not follow will be swept
aside.-

“What do you mean, swept aside? How can they
recruit at the Academy? It doesn’t make any sense.”

-I’m afraid that’s all I know, pup. I feared
for your safety. That is why I spoke with the horses. That is why I
sent the warning.-

“What does he say, Kile?” Daniel asked.

“The Sons…”

But before she could finish, the door flew
open and the light from a candelabra filled the room.

“Who’s in here?”

“Sir Oblum,” Daniel said, his voice
high-pitched.

“Hunter Leary, is that you?”

Oblum lowered the candelabra and Kile got a
look at her old headmaster. The years had not been kind to him. He
was no longer the bulky, balding, middle-aged man who frightened
cadets into obedience. He was thinner now, completely bald, and
quite a bit older. His face was ashen and nowhere near as stern as
it used to be. The scar was more prominent now: a white line that
ran down the side of his face from the center of his forehead to
the side of his chin. The milky orb, which served as his right eye,
was still a bit freaky.

Oblum held the candelabra out to get a
better look at Daniel. In his other hand, he gripped a long knife.
It was clear he had expected someone else.

“Leary, what are you doing here?” he asked,
placing the knife on the table beside the door.

“He’s with me, sir,” Kile said.

Oblum turned his dead eye onto Kile and
raised the candelabra higher.

“Hunter Veller?”

“Good evening, sir. I’m sorry we woke
you.”

The old man shook his head as he set the
candelabra on his desk. Pulling his robes tighter around him, he
cinched his belt. He said nothing as he removed one of the candles
and started lighting the sconces, bringing a softer, more tolerable
light to the room.

“What are you doing here, Veller?”

“Would you believe I came to talk… to your
dog?”

Even after all these years, it still sounded
strange.

“From what I’ve heard about you lately,
nothing would surprise me,” Oblum said. “How did you manage to get
in here?”

“Hunar let us in.”

Oblum paused for a moment and shrugged. “Of
course she did.” He made his way around to the back of his
desk.

“You don’t seem terribly surprised, sir,”
Daniel remarked.

“I’m not. Not when it comes to that one.” He
jerked a thumb in Kile’s direction.

Was that an insult, or a compliment?

He opened a large wooden cabinet and pulled
out a decanter, as well as three glasses. Holding one up to Daniel,
the Hunter eagerly accepted it. Kile politely refused. Alcohol and
her feral nature didn’t mix well.

“So, what was so important that you had to
break into my office at night to speak with my dog?” he asked as he
poured Daniel a drink. Kile had to admire the fact he delivered the
questions without pause. Not too many people could have
accomplished that.

“I needed to know about the Sons of
Terrabin,” she said.

He laughed. “So, it really is so obvious
that even my dog notices?”

“What’s obvious?”

“That the Sons of Terrabin have finally
taken over the Hunter’s Guild.”

“You can’t be serious,” Kile said. “I heard
they were growing in number, but to seize control of the Guild.
When did this happen?”

She had only been out of circulation for
three months. How much more did she miss?

Oblum sat behind his desk and took a sip of
his drink. Kile had a feeling this was all too routine for him.

“It didn’t happen all at once.” He set down
his glass. “They chipped away at it, bit by bit, mostly when others
weren’t looking. It started with the fall of Andrew Drain.”

“But wasn’t Drain leading the Sons?” Daniel
asked.

“Drain? No. Don’t get me wrong, he was a
Son, but he took things too far. The Sons of Terrabin are loyal to
the crown, maybe too loyal. Drain betrayed them when he
collaborated with the other side, so to speak. When Drain fell,
Nathan Parker took his place on the council.”

“Nathan Parker?”

The name seemed vaguely familiar, but she
wasn’t sure where she’d heard it before.

“Certified Level One Hunter, Nathan Parker.
Cut his teeth on bounties, made his way up the council ladder. More
than likely, you saw him at your trial.”

“They didn’t actually introduce
themselves.”

“Didn’t think they would.” Oblum finished
off his drink and poured himself another before continuing. “Parker
was always a sneaky Son of a… Terrabin. He prided himself on
subterfuge, preferred to stab you in the back rather than fight you
face-to-face. Once he was on the top of the food chain, he was like
a disease, spreading his hatred. If you didn’t toe the line, if you
didn’t fall in step, you were gone, you… disappeared.”

“Disappeared, you mean—”

“Oh, no, no, not like before. Parker’s too
cunning for that. You’ll never trace anything back to him. When he
wants someone to disappear, he has a whole bag of tricks. He
doesn’t have to kill you, he simply has to make your life
miserable.”

“But Master Latherby would never—”

“Master Latherby? Latherby’s gone, girl.
Didn’t you know?”

“Gone?”

“He was one of the first to disappear. Not
that he was around that much anyway. He brought it on himself.
Going off, weeks at a time with no word to anyone. Fact is, nobody
even knows where he is now. He hasn’t been seen in the last two
months. Some are fearing the worst.”

“Wait, that can’t be. Master Latherby is the
Guild. How can they get rid of him? Doesn’t he still have
supporters on the council?”

“Not anymore. Once Parker took over, he
implemented a few changes, all within the rules, mind you. First,
it was Amos, who lost his seat because of some trumped-up charge.
Next they went after Timon. Parker was notorious for discovering
secrets. He must have had a real doozy for Timon as the man simply
walked out without saying a word to anyone. And with Rasim gone,
that pretty much handed Parker the Guild. The first thing he did
was oust Latherby. After that, he started the purge.”

“The purge?”

“That’s right. The purge. He’s planning on
cleaning up the Guild from both ends. As I said, if you don’t agree
with him, you disappear.”

“What do you mean by both ends?”

Oblum grabbed a piece of paper from his desk
drawer. He hesitated before handing it to Kile. “I probably
shouldn’t be showing you this, but the truth is, I don’t care
anymore.”

On the paper was a list of names, none of
which Kile knew. Beside each name was a mark, some in red, some in
green, and a few in black. None of it made sense.

“That’s the latest batch of cadets,” Oblum
explained. “The ones with the green marks beside their names, those
are the desirable ones. They come from wealthy or influential
families. Those are the ones the Guild wants. They pass, no matter
what. The names with the red marks near them can go either way. If
they make it through, fine, they’re of use. If not, it doesn’t
matter. As for the black marks, well, you get the gist of it.”

“So, you fail them?”

“No, it’s not that easy. They must be made
to quit. It all has to look like it’s on the up-and-up. They have
to leave on their own. Sure, some might fail the evaluation
examine, but, once they reach the Academy, they are… persuaded… to
drop out.”

“That’s horrible. How can they do this?”

“It’s out of my hands, I’m afraid.”

“But you’re the headmaster.”

“Not for much longer,” Oblum said, downing
another glass. “At the moment, I’m a figurehead here. I have no
real power, not anymore. I’m waiting for the day I disappear.”

“But what about the other instructors? What
about Master Adams? Surely he wouldn’t go along with this.”

“He didn’t—that’s why he’s gone.”

“Master Adams?”

“Master Adams, Master Rooquak, Master
Folkstaff…”

“Master Folkstaff is in charge of recon
groups in the northern base camp,” Daniel interrupted. “He didn’t
disappear.”

“Maybe not, but he’s no longer teaching at
the Academy, is he?” Oblum asked. “What you have to understand is
there are many ways to get rid of someone. Master Rooquak was…
persuaded to leave. I’m not sure what they told him, but he didn’t
only leave the Academy, he left the Guild. As for Master Adams,
well, you know him. He knew every law and code in the book. They
had a hard time getting rid of him. In the end, they transferred
him. He’s probably pushing papers in the archives by now, assuming
they haven’t driven him from the Guild as well.”

“What about Luke?”

“Luke? You mean the stable hand? I haven’t
seen him in ages.”

“This is ridiculous,” Kile said, getting to
her feet. “How can they do this? I bet Master Boraro is still
around.”

“You would think, but no.”

“Really, but I was sure he was one of the
Sons.”

“Oh, without a doubt. But he’s on some
secret hush-hush mission for the Guild. They replaced him with a
Hunter named Grey.”

“Grey?”

“I see you’ve heard of him.”

“Let’s just say we’ve met,” Kile said.

“Yeah, Boraro was called off not too long
ago. I don’t know why and I don’t care.”

-He said something about securing a future
for the Guild,- Gorum added.

“Securing a future, what does that
mean?”

“Sorry?” Oblum asked, looking over his glass
at her.

“Gorum said he was sent to secure a future
for the Guild.”

“Oh, I see.” He nodded. “Well, that would
make sense.”

“I don’t understand.”

“There was some talk, although how reliable
it is I can’t say. But the Sons were trying to curry favor with
someone. Although, who, I have no idea. But from what I understand,
it’s a pretty big deal. A game changer, so I heard.”

“How much of this is true?” Daniel asked.
“It sounds more like a bunch of nonsense if you ask me. It’s like
some wild conspiracy theory, something Alex might have made up for
a good story, but I can’t see it happening. I mean, taking over the
Guild and turning it into… what, a private army?”

“It’s not that far from the truth, my lad.”
Oblum poured himself yet another glass. “Think about it, Danny. The
Hunters are a cross between a well-trained soldier and a mystic.
You put enough of them together, who would stand against them?”

“Hunters always work alone. They’d never
work together.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Kile
said. “When the siege of Moran was broken, I saw Hunters working
together. They called themselves the Stone Brigade, and it was
pretty frightening what they could do.”

“Come on, Kile. Do you actually believe that
many Hunters are affiliated with the Sons of Terrabin?”

“What, they haven’t come for you yet?” Oblum
asked.

Daniel suddenly looked at the old man. Was
that fear or anger in his eyes? “What are you saying?”

Oblum grinned. “It’s the purge. It’s as I
said, they’re doing it from both ends. They go after the oldest
members and the youngest. First, they’ll simply ask you to join
them, and if that doesn’t work, they’ll try to persuade you.
They’ll offer you wealth, power, position, anything your heart
desires, and if you turn them down again, they’ll make your life
miserable. The oldest are easiest to get rid of. Seeing the
direction the Guild is moving in, they’re looking for an excuse to
leave. Offer them a cushy job or a decent pension and they’ll be
more than happy to take it and look the other way.”

“Is that what you did? Take the pension and
look the other way?” Daniel asked.

“As a matter of fact, I did,” Oblum said.
“The funny thing is, there was a time I might have joined them. I
thought much like they did, back when I was more idealistic. Unify
the Hunters and turn them into a peacekeeping force. But I was
deluding myself. It’s no wonder the mystics avoid any form of
confrontation. The power is too great, too dangerous, and too easy
to abuse.”

“So, what changed your mind?” Kile
asked.

“Actually… you did.”

“Me?”

“I didn’t think the Hunters were any place
for someone like you. A farmer’s daughter who was too naive about
the world around her and too weak to even wield a sword. I was
positive you would drop out and run home the first chance you got.”
Oblum grinned and raised his glass to her in a mock salute. “Now
look at you. You’ve proven them all wrong, didn’t you? You see,
that’s what the Hunters need. People like you. People like you to
keep them grounded, keep them humble. And that’s why they’ll never
try to recruit you. You’re the flaw in their plan. Hunters like
you. But Daniel here, Daniel is another story.”

Swinging around in his chair, he looked at
the young man suspiciously. “They honestly haven’t come for you
yet?” he asked again.

“No,” Daniel answered.

“Now, that’s surprising.” Oblum leaned back
in his chair. “You have assets they want that they can use. You
would be a feather in their cap. Kile here, there’s no place in the
Guild for her anymore, but you could go far.”

Kile quickly stepped forward, stealing the
man’s attention. “Daniel would never join the Sons of
Terrabin.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Oblum said. “There are a
few people who I didn’t think would join but have. They can be
rather persuasive. Who knows, they might be able to change his
mind… if they haven’t already.”

“Well, I don’t care what they offer. I know
I would never join.”

“That’s all fine and dandy, but it’s as I
said before. They won’t even try to recruit you because they don’t
want you. You’re probably already marked for disappearing. It’s a
matter of how they will achieve it.”

That was a bit of news she could have done
without.

Kile turned to the window and looked out at
the old bell that sat in the middle of the compound. Every morning,
Master West would ring the bell to start a new day, and the cadets
would race out to see who got to the list first. At the time, the
only thing they had to worry about was being late. If you didn’t
make it on time, if you weren’t standing in formation before the
gate closed, they would reprimand or humiliate you depending on who
you were and how late you arrived. Everything seemed so important
to her back then, as if being late was a matter of life and death.
Now, it all seemed pointless. Did it ever matter who was first in
the list?

“Do yourself a favor.” Oblum rose from his
chair. “Run, get out while you still can. Just go.”

“Go where?” she asked.

“It doesn’t matter. It never did.”

Kile turned and faced the old man she had
both feared and admired during her Academy years. Now she only felt
sorry for him. There was nothing left of him, nothing but a
hollowed-out soldier filled will alcohol. He didn’t have to worry
about the Sons of Terrabin making him disappear; he was fading away
right before her eyes.

“Thank you, Sir Oblum. For everything.”

“I won’t say, I’ll see you around, because
the way things are going, either one of us, or both of us, probably
won’t be around for much longer,” he said.

Kile looked past him at the old dog on the
sofa.

“Good-bye, Gorum. Fare journey.”

-Farewell, pup.-

She exited the building in silence, with
Daniel close behind her. They said nothing as they crossed the
compound, heading back to the streets of Azintar. Hunar watched
them from atop the hill. Kile had a feeling this would be the last
time she ever came back to the Academy.

It was well past midnight when they returned
to the Guild house. Fortunately, the doors of the houses were never
locked, so they were able to enter without disturbing Kalk. Kile
didn’t have much of an appetite after what she had heard and left
Daniel to raid the pantry as she continued on to the third
floor.

The room was dark, with a pitched ceiling
that ran all the way to the far wall. An open window looked down on
the streets of the city. There were twenty beds total, ten on
either side of the room. Kile had her pick of where to sleep since
only one of them was occupied. That had to be the Probie Hunter,
Lichas Sweet. She couldn’t tell much about the man, save for the
fact he had long blond hair. The rest of his face was buried under
his blanket. She quietly walked past him and headed to the far side
of the room, taking the bed closest to the window.

Removing her boots, she placed them under
her pillow and lay down on top of the blankets. Vesper quickly
curled up on her chest as she lay awake, staring out the window at
the stars in the sky. Everything Oblum told her was circling in her
head. How much of it was true and how much of it was a delusion
fueled by a drunkard’s fear? The problem with conspiracy theories
was that they required too many people to keep the same secret.
Could there truly be that many Sons within the Guild, all with the
same agenda? All willing to keep the same secret? Daniel didn’t
seem to think so, but Daniel also became defensive when Oblum
hinted the Sons might want to recruit him if they hadn’t already
tried.

At the moment, there was nothing she could
do about it, not that she was planning to do anything anyway. If it
was true and the Sons did take over the Guild, that was another
reason for her to leave. Although, the way Oblum hinted, leaving
the Guild wouldn’t be enough. He made it sound as if the Sons had a
more permanent solution for her. Would they take it that far? She
might have been a thorn in their side, but she was hardly a threat
to their existence.

Before she made any decisions about her life
in the Guild, she would have to find a more reliable source.

When she heard Daniel coming up the stairs,
she closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep. She wasn’t sure
why, but she wasn’t in the mood to talk. She must have pretended
too well since that was the last thing she remembered.
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When Kile awoke the next morning, the light
from the window had already filled the room and it didn’t improve
the appearance. The place was dusty and dingy, but she’d come to
expect that from Guild houses. She would have been more surprised
if somebody had actually cleaned the rooms once in a while. No
wonder none of the Hunters wanted to stay here. All the beds were
empty now. Even Lichas Sweet was up and about somewhere. Probably
on a routine deliver or out looking for his horse. How could a
Hunter possibly misplace his horse? A Hunter’s most prized
possession was his mount. Master Latherby once told her there were
only four things a Hunter needed: a good horse, a good weapon, a
good heart, and a good head on their shoulders. It would appear
Sweet was lacking at least two of these things. Was his name on one
of those lists in Sir Oblum’s office? Was he a red mark, someone
who managed to get through on his own, or was he a green mark, the
son of someone with influence?

Climbing out of bed, Kile grabbed her boots
from under her pillow and pulled them on. She stood in front of the
open window and looked out on the streets of Azintar. There was a
gentle breeze blowing over the city, but it was stale and smelled
sour. She could even taste it. It was like vinegar, sharp and
acidic. The streets were filled with people, carriages, horses, and
noise, so much noise. How could anyone live in a place like
this?

The other side of the room, opposite the
stairs, had a lavatory which she hadn’t noticed last night. It
wasn’t exactly the most sanitary of places, but it served in a
pinch. There were a cracked pitcher and a bowl of water for washing
up, but it didn’t look as if the water had been changed in a while.
She was sure the water in the horse trough was cleaner. Brushing
her hair, she looked at herself in the mirror. She was happy to see
it was almost back to normal, except for the green tips, but they
were hardly noticeable.

Making her way downstairs, she found Daniel
talking with a young, blond-haired man. From the length of his
hair, this had to be Probationary Level Five Hunter, Lichas Sweet.
They were eating a fare of bread, cold ham, and cheese. Between
them, on the table, Vesper was feasting on a bowl of grapes and
didn’t even look up when she entered the room.

“So, started breakfast without me.”

Daniel spun around in his chair. “Hey,
you’re finally up. Thought about waking you, but I didn’t want to
risk it. If you know what I mean.”

“You’re Kile Veller,” Sweet said, stumbling
to his feet and nearly upsetting the table in the process.

He was a big man, towering over her at six
feet, but he looked so young. Clean shaven, he had a little boy’s
face that seemed out of place on his large frame.

“And you must be Lichas Sweet.” She accepted
his hand.

His face lit up when she said his name. The
idea of being known, by someone like her, was likely a big deal for
him. Kile didn’t have the heart to tell him that he was the only
other guest at the Guild house besides Daniel and her. It wasn’t
difficult to figure out who he was.

“Would you care to join us, ma’am?” he
asked, directing her to one of the chairs.

“It’s just Kile,” she said, taking a
seat.

“Can I get you something, ma’am… I mean,
Kile? There’s more ham where this came from.” Sweet stuck a large
fork into the center of a ham hock. Kile was forced to divert her
eyes. It was difficult to eat something she might have been able to
make friends with.

“Um… no, that’s all right,” she
answered.

Vesper pulled a bunch of grapes from the
bowl and dragged them to where she was sitting.

“Thank you, Vesper.”

“Wow, it’s weird how you’re able to train
him to do things like that,” Sweet said, returning to his seat.
“Was it hard? How long did it take?”

“I’ve never trained Vesper,” Kile said. “He
does it because he wants to do it.”

That, and the fact it would almost be
impossible to train a yarrow, she thought as she watched Vesper
crawl back into the bowl. She popped a few of the grapes into her
mouth.

“Danny here says you guys are going to the
palace and that you’ve been summoned by the king himself. Is that
true?” Sweet asked.

It didn’t take much to impress this guy.

“Uh, yeah, something like that,” Kile
said.

“Wow, but the king himself and the palace.
I’ve been here five months now and I’ve never even been near the
place.”

“It’s not that big of a deal.”

“Is it like a mission or something?”

“We don’t know, yet,” Daniel said. There was
a smug tone in his voice. He was enjoying the attention too much.
“It could very well be, you know, for the war effort.”

“And it might not be,” Kile added.

“But still, the palace and the king.”

“Well, Kile knows the king personally.”
Daniel folded his hands behind his head and leaned back in his
chair. “She’s been invited to Windfoil on several occasions.”

Sweet’s eyes lit up again. “Really, you know
the king.”

“It’s not that big of a deal,” Kile said. “I
met him during some party thing… or other, that’s all.”

“That’s not what I heard.” Daniel grinned.
Kile shot him a look and he shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

“Try not saying anything,” she said. “So,
where are you heading off to, Sweet?”

“Deliveries.” From the tone of his voice, he
wasn’t enthusiastic.

Kile remembered her first assignment, and
even though she’d known she would be making deliveries, she was
still disappointed.

“We all start off with deliveries,” she said
and patted Daniel’s arm. “Except for Danny here. He wasn’t cut out
to be a field Hunter.”

Daniel snatched his arm away. “Hey, I run
the Guild Hospital in Littenbeck, thank you very much.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Kile said. “How long
have you been doing that?”

“Four years now.”

“And what level are you?”

“Not funny, Ki.”

“Oh, I don’t mind the deliveries so much,”
Sweet said. “But it would be easier if I knew where my horse
was.”

“Yeah, we heard about that,” Daniel said, a
grin forming at the edge of his mouth. “How did you lose him?”

Kile shot him another look and he gave her
another shrug.

“Oh, it’s all right,” Sweet said. “He’s
right. I lost him. I was celebrating my first pay, and I guess I
celebrated a bit too much. I must have put him up in one of the
stables on the upper north side and got carried away in one of the
local pubs. Somehow I stumbled my way back to the Guild house
without him.”

“So, you honestly have no idea where your
horse is stabled?” Kile asked.

“Not a clue,” Sweet answered. “There are a
dozen or so stables in that part of the city alone, and I’ve been
to them all, at least I thought I had. I’m afraid by now, they
might have gotten rid of him, and if they haven’t, I can’t image
what the stable fees will be like.”

“Never thought of that,” Daniel said.

“It’s all I’ve been thinking of.” Sweet
sighed. “I suppose I’m gonna have to borrow some coin from my
father. I hope this doesn’t go against me. I’m still a Probie.”

“So, your father’s well off, is he?” Kile
asked.

“Oh, yeah, he owns most of the horse ranches
throughout Fennel.”

That would mean Lichas Sweet had a green
mark next to his name.

“I think we should probably be heading out.”
Kile pushed herself away from the table. “Sweet’s likely got things
to do and so do we.”

“Can’t wait to see the king again, can you?”
Daniel remarked as he stood up from his chair.

“Look at it this way, Danny. If this turns
out to be a royal mission, you might even earn your Level Three
Certificate.”

“You mean my Level Four.”

“Oh, that’s right, you’re still only a
Five, aren’t you?” Kile shook her head. She held her hand
out to Vesper who quickly scrambled up her arm and took his place
on her shoulder.

“If you guys are hanging around the city for
a while, maybe we can meet up again,” Sweet suggested, although he
was completely ignoring Daniel when he said it. His eyes never left
Kile as she retrieved her bag from where she had dropped it the
night before.

“That sounds… nice, but I don’t know how
long we’ll be in town,” she said.

“Well, I’m here most nights, and if not,
Kalk knows where to find me.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll have to see what happens,
you know? The life of a Hunter.” Kile grabbed a few apples and
shoved them into her pack before heading for the stairs.

“And if we come across your horse, we’ll
send word,” Daniel said as he followed her.

“Oh, yeah, please do,” Sweet called after
them.

Daniel was in a fit of laughter when they
reached the street.

“How did someone like him get through the
Academy?” he asked as they rounded the side of the Guild house.

“Maybe what Oblum said wasn’t as ridiculous
as you originally thought.”

“What? You think the Sons of Terrabin want
someone like him in their ranks? The man lost his horse for crying
out loud. How can you lose your horse?”

“Didn’t you hear what he said about his
father?”

“So, the guy owns a few ranches or
something. It’s not like Sweet is of noble birth.”

“Maybe not, but if you were forming an army,
horses would come in handy. If his father truly owns most of the
stables in Fennel, that would go a long way. It’s not only people
of noble birth the Sons are after, it’s people of wealth and
influence as well.”

“Yeah, maybe. But still, he lost his
horse.”

Grim was already waiting for her in the
courtyard when they reached the stables. Kile was grateful he’d
left the place in one piece.

-About time you got here. Are we on the move
again, or do you expect me to have to stay in this hovel for
another night?-

“And a good morning to you too, Grim.” Kile
reached into the satchel and pulled out one of the apples. Holding
it out to the mountain pony, he took it in one bite. “I see it
didn’t affect your appetite,” she mumbled, wiping her hand on her
pant leg. Grabbing another one, she started cutting it into
slices.

“Is that safe, to feed him a whole apple
like that?” Daniel asked as he led Maliea out of the stables. “You
remember what Master Pike said.”

“Believe me, I could feed that one a painted
rock and it wouldn’t affect his digestive system,” she said as she
offered the sliced apple to Maliea.

The mare was thrilled with the treat, and
Kile was kind of surprised Daniel hadn’t thought to bring her one
himself. It would seem the Hunter was starting to take his horse
for granted. That was the difference between academic Hunters and
field Hunters. Field Hunters knew if they didn’t have a happy
horse, they may find themselves walking home.

Kile pulled herself onto Grim’s back and,
while waiting for Daniel to saddle up, cut up the last apple and
shared it with Vesper. When Daniel was finally set, they headed
out. Of course, that meant finding their way back to the main
road—no small task.

“So, why didn’t you help Sweet find his
horse?” Daniel asked as they made their way through the crowded
streets of the city. The question caught Kile off guard. She
thought the matter of the Probie Hunter and his missing horse was
left behind.

“Because we have a job to do,” she said.

“Oh, come on, you could have found his horse
in a matter of minutes.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Hey, I’m not a fool.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“I’ve seen what you can do, Ki. I know you
can connect yourself with every horse, rat, bird, cat, or dog in
this city. In a few seconds, you could have a network of informants
throughout Azintar. It wouldn’t take you long to locate one
horse.”

“It’s not a parlor trick, okay. I don’t
perform on command.”

“I never thought it was,” Daniel said. “But
in the past, you wouldn’t have hesitated to help him. You’re
hiding.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
She shook her head, but he was right.

A year ago, she wouldn’t have hesitated. She
would have used her Edge and stretched her consciousness throughout
the city. Touching on every animal within the walls of Azintar, she
could have easily found one horse. Even if it was no longer within
the city, she might have been able to learn where it was taken and
by whom. There was one thing she learned a long time ago: animals
see and hear everything even if they don’t care about what’s going
on in the vir’s world. So, why didn’t she try? Because there was no
telling what else was lurking in the city she might touch. She
wasn’t ready to test herself, not yet.
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When they reached the gates of the palace,
it was not what Kile expected. She had visited Windfoil on two
different occasions, and where the old castle was the height of
Aruvian artistry, the palace of Azintar was the complete opposite.
It resembled more of a prison than a place of royalty. The kings of
old abandoned Windfoil due to its lack of security, as well as its
distance from the hub of the Aruvian kingdom. They came to Azintar
to stay in a grey stone monolith surrounded by high gates and even
higher walls. Kile was hesitant to enter and would have actually
preferred to return to the Mystic’s Tower, and that was saying
something. At least the Tower was alive and full of hope. The
palace of Azintar was no more than the headstone of a dying
city.

The guards watched as they passed under the
first gatehouse and entered what was known as the outer ward: a
simple strip of land located between the outer curtain wall and the
interior curtain wall. From there they turned right and passed
through a second gatehouse. This one wasn’t nearly as impressive as
the first and served only to lead them to the even more impressive
third gatehouse, otherwise known as the King’s Gate.

The King’s Gate lived up to its name. The
gatehouse was massive, nearly eighty feet of solid stone with two
watchtowers on either side. Men in full armor paced the allure as
if expecting the valrik to march up Main Street at any moment. This
was the first place where anyone paid any attention to them. Two
guards stepped out from one of the side doors. They were dressed in
the king’s colors, although one wore a tall helmet that looked as
if it had a horse’s tail stuck to the top. He must have been the
man in charge since he was the one who approached them. The guard
made it a point to stay clear of the mountain pony, favoring the
dapple-grey mare instead.

“What business do you have in Azintar?” he
asked Daniel.

Reaching into his tunic, Daniel pulled out
his summons and handed it to the guard without saying a word. The
man carefully looked the paper over a few times before handing it
back. The whole thing was done in such a matter-of-fact way, it
looked almost rehearsed. The guard, with the horse-tailed helmet,
waved Daniel through. Seemed easy enough, Kile thought as she
reached into her satchel to retrieve her own summons. She handed it
to the guard, but he took no notice of it. He simply stepped aside
and waved her through as well. It was almost as if she was
expected. She followed Daniel down the long corridor of the King’s
Gate.

It was a tunnel of stone with iron gates
suspended above them and holes in the ceiling for guards to rain
down death on any enemy unlucky enough to get this far. It seemed
like the place was one large trap they had carelessly wandered
into.

When they exited the tunnel, the world
opened into a spacious dead courtyard of stone. There wasn’t a
tree, a flower, or a blade of grass in sight, and everything seemed
cold and barren. One of the guards pointed toward the stables,
which were found along the eastern wall.

-I think I preferred the Guild house,- Grim
remarked.

“I’m with you,” Kile said. “This place feels
lifeless.”

-It’s settled then. We go back.- He started
to turn around.

“Not so fast.”

“What’s wrong?” Daniel asked.

“Nothing, we were discussing the
architecture.”

“Yeah, I know, it’s pretty cool, isn’t it? I
could get used to working in a place like this.”

When they reached the stables, two young men
approached them. They headed toward Daniel and Maliea, but the
taller of the two stopped his companion and pointed at Grim. It
would appear the mountain pony’s reputation preceded him.

Kile leaned over and whispered in Grim’s
ear. “I don’t actually have to tell you to behave yourself, do
I?”

-What do I get if I do?-

“Seriously, after what you did at the Black
Hoof Livery, you owe me one.”

-Fine, as long as these vir don’t get too
touchy-feely.-

“Find yourself a stall, stay there, and try
not to hurt anyone.”

Vesper quickly jumped onto her shoulder as
she slid off the pony’s back. She removed her pack from Grim’s
harness. The pony followed Maliea into the stables, leaving a
bewildered stable hand behind.

“Is he going to behave?” Daniel asked.

Kile shrugged. “Your guess is as good as
mine.” If Grim wanted to behave, he would. If not, there was
nothing she could do to persuade him.

The courtyard was large, square, surrounded
by tall walls, and flagged in grey stone. Although, it did appear
as if someone had tried to be a little creative. Reddish-brown
tiles cut through the courtyard linking the outer buildings like
the branches of a massive tree. They all connected to a central
trunk that ran the length of the courtyard, joining the King’s Gate
to the palace Keep.

Kile and Daniel followed one of these paved
pathways when they were approached by a group of men. Jerald
Dumgill, the king’s adviser with his sinister black mustache, was
in the lead. Four palace guards followed in his wake. Kile’s first
instinct was to turn around, grab Grim, and leave as fast as she
could. She would regret not making that decision

“Master Leary,” Jerald said when they got
closer. He slowed down when he saw Kile. “And, of course,
Mistress Veller.”

Mistress? That was worse than being called
ma’am.

“We have been expecting you.” Jerald waved
them toward the Keep. “Please, right this way.”

As they fell in with the guards, Kile felt
incredibly small. These soldiers were big and decked out in their
full field armor, they appeared twice as large as they actually
were. Jerald was a tall man to start with and dressed in his dark
robes, he looked as sinister as his mustache. He didn’t take any
notice of her as he engaged Daniel in some meaningless conversation
as if they had known each other all their lives. Kile glanced over
her shoulder. If she made a run for it, she could get to the
stables before they could stop her.

“Do you know what this summons is about,
Jerald?” Daniel asked.

That caught her attention.

“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say,
Master Leary. All I can tell you is that your services are needed.”
Jerald looked over his shoulder at Kile. “As are yours,
Mistress Veller,” he added.

Somehow her new title didn’t exactly roll
off his tongue—it was more like he spat it out. Jerald had never
taken a liking to Kile, mainly because of the way she spoke to the
king. Or was it the way the king spoke to her?

When they reached the steps to the palace
door, the guards slowed down, allowing Kile to follow Jerald and
Daniel up the stairs alone. She suddenly felt vulnerable without
her armored wall around her.

The palace interior was impressive, although
Kile preferred the more casual feel of Windfoil over the
ostentatious décor. It was almost as if someone was going out of
their way to point out how wealthy and important the inhabitants
were. Huge paintings hung on the walls, depicting all the members
of the royal family, both living and dead. Statues of marble and
tapestries of silk were arranged around display cases of expensive
and rare curiosities. All in all, it was useless. Nothing here
would serve in time of war or in time of need.

Jerald suddenly stopped and Kile barely
avoided running into the back of him before he spun around.

“I’m afraid the king is busy at the moment,”
he said with a disapproving look. That look was definitely directed
at her as his face mellowed out when he spoke with Daniel. “The
second-floor east wing has been prepared if you wish to follow
me.”

He led them up a long flight of stairs. When
they reached the top, Jerald pushed open a set of large oak
doors.

“You should find everything you need in here
to make your stay comfortable.” He waved them through. “If you need
or desire anything, Clare will be happy to see to it,” he added
before he pulled the doors closed behind him.

The area was open and filled with the same
abundance of useless wealth they had seen in the lobby.
Comfortable-looking chairs were arranged around a cylindrical
marble fireplace, and although there was no fire in the hearth, it
served as the room’s centerpiece. On either side of the flue were
crystal chandeliers suspended by silver chains from a golden
ceiling. Gilded wooden doors lined the walls, while a single window
looked out over a barren landscape.

“Seems cozy enough,” Daniel remarked.

“Yeah, if you like living in a golden
prison,” Kile said.

“Oh, come on, it’s not that bad.”

“Look at this place. There’s nothing here.
It’s dead, it’s lifeless. I haven’t sensed a rat or even a mouse
since we arrived here.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

Kile looked at him and shook her head. “Just
forget about it. I want to get this over with and go home.”

Home? There was a foreign concept. She
didn’t have a home to go home to. Riverport, Coopervill, Baxter’s
Bay, the Tower, did she even want to include Windfoil on that list?
Could any of these offer her a home? The truth was, the only place
she ever felt comfortable was out in the wild.

“Hey, more guests.”

Kile spun around to see a young man dressed
in dark green robes enter the room through one of the gilded doors.
He was tall and slender with neatly trimmed short brown hair, a
hawk-like nose, and eyes that seemed far too old for his face. In
his arms, he carried a stack of books that he quickly set down on
one of the tables. Beside him was a young woman wearing a long grey
dress and carrying a small black box. She seemed even more
surprised to see them.

“Mystic Elmac,” Kile exclaimed. “It’s good
to see you again.”

“And you, Hunter Veller.” The mystic
extended a hand.

“What brings you here?” Kile asked, although
she already knew of his research into the Alva artifact, and Emara
did tell her the Mystic Elders already approved his participation
in the expedition. She simply couldn’t think of any other questions
to ask him.

“I’ve been summoned, as I expect you have.
Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.” He grinned.

“Yes, but I don’t think the reasons are the
same,” she said.

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that. From
what I understand, they have carefully selected members of the
military, the Hunter’s Guild, and the Tower for this quest.”

Quest? Did people actually use that
word?

“Then where are we supposed to be going on
this… quest?” Daniel asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Elmac,” Kile apologized as
she suddenly remembered Daniel was standing beside her. “This is
Hunter Daniel Leary. We graduated from the Academy together.”

“Oh, yes, Master Leary. You’re the healer,
are you not? Influenced by the sphere of water.” The mystic offered
a hand to the young Hunter.

“That’s correct, but how did you know?”

“As I said, the members of this quest have
been carefully selected based on what they bring to the table. A
healer of your skill will be quite valuable on this
expedition.”

“There, you see?” Kile exclaimed. “I bring
absolutely nothing to the table. My encounters with the Alva were,
how would you put it?”

“Psychotic? Homicidal?” Daniel said.

“Yeah, what he said.”

Elmac laughed. “From what I understand, your
skills are rather… unique.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t work well with others,”
Kile said.

“I can vouch for that,” Daniel added.

“We’ll have to see, won’t we?” Elmac tapped
his chin with one long finger. “They also say you have a unique
understanding of the saladogs.”

The word made Kile flinch. The last thing
she wanted to talk about or think about were those dreadful
abominations.

“And who is this lovely young lady,” Daniel
asked. He always knew when the conversation turned to topics Kile
didn’t want to discuss. “Is she your apprentice?”

“What?” Elmac asked as if noticing the young
woman beside him for the first time. “Oh, by the great Mystic
Hermon, no. No, she works here. She’s helping me get
organized.”

He took the box she was holding and placed
it on his stack of books.

“You must be Clara,” Kile said.

“Yes, my lady,” the young woman answered,
looking down at her feet.

“My lady” might have been better than
Mistress, but it still made Kile uncomfortable.

“Jerald said you could help us with anything
we needed.”

“Yes, my lady. I can show you to your rooms
too if you’d like. They have been carefully prepared for your
individual needs.”

Kile looked at Daniel and shrugged. “Sure,
why not.” It wasn’t like they had anyplace else to go at the
moment.

Clare moved quickly across the room,
avoiding any eye contact. She seemed nervous and Kile hoped it
wasn’t because of her. There was no telling which rumors were
making their rounds in the palace of Azintar.

“This is Master Leary’s room,” she said,
opening one of the gilded doors.

The room was of a decent size and much nicer
than the one they’d slept in at the Guild house. A full-size bed
with blue silk sheets dominated the space. There was also a large
desk placed against the far wall and a small bookshelf that
actually housed a few books. The walls were a soft blue and matched
the carpet, which had an intricate golden pattern weaved into it. A
huge picture of an unhappy-looking gentleman hung over the
headboard. He appeared to be in the military, or at least it looked
as if he was wearing a uniform. With broad shoulders and an even
broader waist, he was a formidable man. For some reason, his
presence spoiled the otherwise pleasant, peaceful atmosphere.

“This is quite nice,” Daniel said as he
stepped into the room. “Yes, I can definitely get used to
this.”

“Your room is across the hall, my lady,”
Clara said as she turned from the doorway and quickly moved across
the floor. She opened another door and stepped aside, waving Kile
through.

It wasn’t what Kile expected, but nothing
about the palace was what she expected. She figured her room would
be similar, if not more barren, than Daniel’s. Didn’t Clara say
they were carefully prepared for their individual needs? Kile was a
field Hunter and needed little when it came to the small luxuries
of the vir. She had almost expected to see a single cot pushed up
against the far wall and nothing else. Instead, her room was filled
with plants. Hanging plants, potted plants; there were even two
small trees on either side of the bed, which of course, had green
silk sheets. She also had a desk tucked into the corner, which was
nearly hidden by the foliage, and a bookshelf overflowing with
books.

“I hope it meets with your approval, my
lady,” Clara whispered.

“This is incredible,” Kile said as she
stepped into the room. It was almost like walking into the forest,
but that was probably what the designer was going for.

“I always thought this room was the most
special. His Majesty saw to it personally.”

Well, that was a little disconcerting.

“Do you need anything else, my lady?”

“No, thank you, Clara.”

The young woman backed out of the room,
pulling the door closed, leaving Kile to her enchanted forest.

“So, what do you think, Vesper?” she asked
as the yarrow jumped down onto the bed. “Could you get used to a
place like this?”

-Not real,- he said.

“Well, I suppose not, but it’s the next best
thing… I guess.”

-Who they?- Vesper asked from where he was
sitting on the edge of the bed. Kile turned to see what he was
looking at and hadn’t noticed the painting on the wall when she
first entered. It was a picture of two young boys sitting on a
bench in the middle of a garden. They were wearing some rather
uncomfortable-looking clothing and didn’t appear happy.

“I don’t know,” Kile said, although she
couldn’t help but notice one of the boys looked familiar. “They’re
probably some of Roland’s relatives.”

Walking over to the bookshelves, she started
pulling out a few of the books. She had expected they’d be mostly
romance novels. Roland’s mother had a fondness for the genre.
Instead, she found books on politics, war tactics, science, and
even history. Searching through the titles, she chose one on the
lineage of the royal family and took it over to the bed, where she
stretched out and opened the book to the first chapter.

The room may not have been the forest, but
it did have a peaceful atmosphere, and Kile lost all track of time
as she read through the history of the kings. She was over halfway
through the book when she heard voices from the front room. New
voices meant more guests had arrived, and more guests meant more
answers. Setting the book aside, she opened her bedroom door and
ran into the last person she wanted to see.

“Master Boraro?”

“What the hell is she doing here?”

Certified Level One Hunter, Garret Boraro,
he hadn’t changed much since the last time she had the misfortune
of running into him. He was still loud and obnoxious. A large man
with a square head and a flat-top haircut to match. He glared at
her and she realized he wasn’t nearly as scary as he used to
be.

“I will not be a part of this expedition if
she is involved,” Boraro said loudly as he pointed one fat finger
at her. She suddenly sensed everyone staring, and a few of them had
unfamiliar faces.

“That’s enough, Garret,” one of the men
interjected. “This is not the time for ya petulance.”

“Heaney, you do not understand…”

“I said, that is enough. Every member of
this expedition has been chosen for a reason. If ya have a problem,
ya know who to take it up with. Until then, I’m in charge
here.”

“We’ll see about that,” Boraro mumbled as he
stormed off to the opposite side of the room.

Heaney sighed and shook his head. He was a
tall, sinewy man with a big shaggy red beard and hair to match. His
face might have been old and leathery, but his eyes were young. He
smiled as he extended one large hand toward Kile.

“The names Heaney, William Heaney. Certified
Level One Hunter, at ya services.”

“Veller, Kile Veller. Certified Level Three,
at yours,” she said as she watched her hand disappear into his.

“It’s an honor to meet ya, Miss Veller. I’ve
heard quite a bit about ya, mostly from Silvia.”

“Erin? Is she here too? Have you seen
her?”

“Not for a while, I’m afraid. They’ve got
her down along the southwestern border, but she spoke very highly
of ya when she learned ya had been chosen for this expedition.”

“I’m afraid there’s been some mistake,
Master Heaney. I don’t think I’m the right person for this…
expedition. I’m not even sure what it’s about.”

“Not to worry. Most of the people chosen
don’t know what it’s about, including me-self.” He laughed.

“But… didn’t you tell Master Boraro that you
were in charge?”

“Aye, that’s true, but ya been a Hunter long
enough to know, ya don’t always get the full story when ya get the
assignment. So, what’s the doings between you and Garret
anyway?”

“Oh, that.” Kile waved her hand
dismissively. “That’s nothing. We’ve had a few misunderstandings in
the past, that’s all.”

“Seems a bit more than that,” Heaney said.
“But, as long as it doesn’t interfere with the mission, it’s no
concern of mine.” He looked over the room. “So, do ya know any of
the other players besides ya Master Boraro?”

“Well, that one over there.” Kile pointed to
Daniel, who was having a rather secretive conversation with Clara.
“That’s Daniel Leary. He’s a Level Five and works at the Littenbeck
Hospital. As for the tall man in the green robes, that’s Mystic
Elmac Okalis of the Tower. He’s been conducting research into the
Alva and the Alva artifact, which I think is what this might be all
about.”

“I see,” Heaney said, pulling on his beard.
“You seem to know quite a bit.”

“Only from what I’ve overheard.”

“Still, any information is good
information.”

“Yeah, but I don’t know who that guy is over
there.” Kile pointed to the man talking with Boraro. He was a thin
man with a narrow face, sunken eyes, and slicked-back hair. He had
a black mustache, common with older Hunters, which hung down on
either side of his frown. Boraro seemed to know him quite well,
which only raised Kile’s suspicions.

“That there is Ernesto Creech, bit of a dark
past that one has. He’s a Level Three, like yourself. Don’t know
much more than that.”

“Not exactly the group to go artifact
hunting with,” Kile remarked.

“Aye, seems a bit odd. Hunters usually work
alone or team up with someone they’re familiar with for a one-off.
This here, this isn’t how it’s done. To get tossed in with a bunch
of strangers, I don’t like it.”

“Master Heaney, is it true Master Latherby
is no longer in charge of the Guild?”

“Aye, ’tis true. Should have thought you’d
know. No one’s seen him in some time.”

“I’ve been away for a few months,”

“On an assignment?”

“No, just getting my head screwed on.”

“Well, now ya answer to Guild Master
Parker.”

“What do you think of him?”

“Don’t rightly know. Me? I try to stay out
of politics. I do my job and I get paid, that’s all there is to it.
Ya should do the same.”

Heaney left Kile to speak with Mystic Elmac.
She wasn’t sure how to take the Hunter. On the one hand, she liked
him. He was cheerful, outspoken, didn’t care much for Master
Boraro, or at least he wasn’t intimidated by the man, and he seemed
to think highly of Erin Silvia. All in all, fairly good qualities
for the leader of an expedition, at least the way she saw it. But
he seemed reserved, noncommittal. His comments about just doing the
job and getting paid reminded her of Marcus Taylor, who basically
betrayed her to Ravenshadow and justified it by saying it was just
another job. Would it come down to that with Heaney? Was it always
just another job?

“Who was that you were talking to?” Daniel
asked. Kile looked at her friend and thought he appeared abnormally
pleased with himself. She wondered what he and Clara were
discussing in the corner of the room but decided it wasn’t any of
her business.

“That’s Master Heaney,” she said. “It
appears he may be leading this expedition.”

The doors to the front of the room opened
and Jerald stepped in, flanked by two more servants.

“Gentlemen, supper has been prepared in the
lower hall, if you will follow me.”
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The lower hall was no less extravagant than
any other place in the palace. It even housed its own collection of
worthless treasures. One, which was hard to miss since it dominated
the center of the wall, was a huge painting of a regal-looking man
sitting in a great chair. He was holding an abnormally large sword
in one hand and a crystal orb in the other. On either side of the
picture was an assortment of smaller portraits, probably more
members of the royal family. Over the top was the royal coat of
arms, the same one that was on the ring Kile wore.

The dining tables were placed in the middle
of the room, creating a large half circle with a round, wooden
table filling the center. There was just enough space between the
tables for the servants to move freely. The dining tables were set
with porcelain plates bearing the royal crest along with silver
utensils, silk napkins, and crystal goblets. The center table was
where they kept the food—an impressive spread with about everything
anyone could possibly want. There was pheasant, fish, pork, beef,
and venison, as well as a dozen or so different side dishes. There
was also a selection of salads, breads, cheeses, and various exotic
fruits.

At one end of the dining arch sat three men.
They looked rather uncomfortable and would have been more at home
in the local pub than in such a formal setting. At the crest of the
arch, were two more men, or so Kile thought at first. It was only
when she gave them a second look did she realize they weren’t men
at all. They had an ethereal appearance about them, with pale skin,
sharp features, and narrow eyes. These were the same Alva she had
seen back in Forthbar. The same ones she had attacked. The sudden
appearance of this race, here at this time, caught her by surprise.
She had not expected to meet them, let alone dine with them. Her
eyes scanned the corners of the room, looking for any suspicious
shadows.

“Are you all right?” Daniel asked her.

She hadn’t realized she was holding up the
line since she had stopped in the middle of the doorway.

“Yeah, everything’s fine,” she said, but she
wasn’t sure she believed it. As long as the shadows didn’t move,
she should be able to hold it together. The last thing she needed
was to go feral in a place like this.

Jerald showed them to their seats and Kile
found herself sitting at the far end of the arch, so there were
enough chairs between her and the Alva that nothing could possibly
go wrong. That was until Boraro sat next to her.

He mumbled something under his breath before
taking his seat, something about someone saving him. Kile never
thought of him as being the religious sort, and it seemed funny he
would take this moment to pray. Fortunately, Daniel was seated on
her other side, so it wasn’t completely awkward. On the other side
of Daniel sat Elmac; on the other side of Boraro sat Heaney and
Creech. There were two empty seats before Jerald, one of the Alva,
another empty seat, the second Alva, someone who Kile had never
seen before, two more empty seats, and finally the three
uncomfortable-looking gentlemen. All in all, they made for an
unusual dining party.

After everyone was seated, Jerald stood. He
didn’t have to wait for the room to settle down—nobody was talking.
Mostly they were staring at one another, trying to figure out why
the other person was there.

“I’m afraid His Highness has been detained
and will be unable to join us tonight,” he said, slowly looking
around the room. “He extends his apologies and hopes you will enjoy
the feast that he had prepared for you.”

“When do we get to the reason why we’re all
here?” one of the uncomfortable-looking men sitting across from
Kile called out. He was an older gentleman, with a leathery face
and greying hair, and looked as if he had seen his fair share of
conflict.

“In time, Master Jasa,” Jerald said with a
stiff bow. “Let us first enjoy the fare His Majesty has provided
us.”

No sooner did Jerald sit, then the room
exploded into motion. People moved from the central table to the
dining tables and back, each one carrying either a tray or
pitcher.

“What would you like, my lady?”

Kile looked up to see Clara standing before
her. She didn’t realize the young woman had accompanied them down
to the dining hall, not that she thought Clara was restricted to
the upstairs east wing.

“Oh, I’m not sure.” Kile looked around at
the others. There were so many servants now, moving back and forth
between the tables, that it looked as if every guest had their own
waiter. It made for a chaotic, if not awkward, dining experience.
“What do you suggest?” she asked.

It would appear nobody asks a servant for
their opinion as Clara looked startled by the question.

“I’m… not really sure… my lady,” she said.
“I’ve been told the pork is rather fine.”

“Well, you see, I’m a vegetarian, so…”

“Oh, I am so sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“No, no, it’s fine,” Kile said, trying to
calm the young woman down. “I’ve come to realize it’s not all that
common.”

They glanced over at Boraro, who was already
stuffing large chunks of pork into his mouth. The sight was rather
appalling. “No, I wouldn’t think it would be,” Clara said.

Kile grinned. “Yeah, I know, it’s hard to
get used to.”

“Well, what about the Ebenwall salad?” she
suggested

Kile had never heard of Ebenwall, or of
their salad, but since there was so much to choose from and she had
no idea what she fancied, she was willing to give it a try. When
Clara returned, she had a plate filled with fruits and vegetables
covered with a light white dressing. The young woman waited
nervously as Kile sampled it. It had a sharp, tangy flavor and was
different from anything she had ever tasted before.

“This is pretty good,” she commented between
mouthfuls. “And you said it was a…”

“Ebenwall salad,” the young woman
replied.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of
Ebenwall.”

Clara looked down at her feet again. “I’m
not surprised. It’s a small town in the Shia Province. It’s where I
was born. Nobody has ever heard of it.”

“Shia? I’m from the Shia Province.”

She suddenly looked up. “You, my lady?”

“Well, yeah. I was born in Riverport. It’s
in the northern part of the province.”

“Riverport?”

There was no note of recognition in the
young woman’s voice, and Kile laughed.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” she said. “I
have a feeling there aren’t too many people in the Shia Province
who know any other town besides their own.”

Clara smiled. “I’m afraid I have to agree
with you there.”

“Have you always worked here at the
palace?”

“Only for about a year now. I had to—”

“Oh, please spare me,” Boraro grumbled.
“Nobody cares about you or your past.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Clara said, and the smile
quickly vanished from her face. Once again, she looked down at her
feet. “Please, forgive me.”

Kile turned on the man. “What is your
problem?”

“She’s a servant and should know better, as
should you, Hunter.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean.”

“It means, if you want to make it in the
Guild, you’d better know your station.”

“Just because I’m a Hunter doesn’t make me
any better than anyone else.”

“No, he’s right, my lady,” Clara’s voice was
timid. “I should not have been so familiar.”

“See? She knows her place.” Boraro grabbed
his goblet and held it out to her. “Girl, get me something to
drink.”

“Yes, sir”

The old Hunter grinned as Clara filled his
cup. “See, that’s all girls are good for, among other things. You
could learn something from that one.”

Kile slowly looked over at the man.

“Didn’t I break your nose once?” she said in
a loud voice. The look on Boraro’s face was worth it.

“Why you little—”

“Enough,” Heaney said, stopping Boraro as he
rose from his chair. “I will not have Hunters fighting
Hunters.”

Kile didn’t think the man was foolish enough
to start a fight with her in the middle of the king’s dining hall,
but she couldn’t help but notice how tightly her own hand clutched
the knife beside her plate. Nor did she feel Daniel’s hand on her
arm, holding it down.

“Kile, get a grip on yourself,” he
whispered.

She released the knife.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


The rest of the meal was eaten in silence,
or as silent as a room full of men stuffing their faces could be.
It took all of Kile’s concentration to block out the sounds of
Master Boraro chomping on yet another helping of pork. She was sure
the man had devoured an entire drove of pigs all by himself. Daniel
wasn’t much better, and although he didn’t eat nearly as much as
the older Hunter, his dining habits left much to be desired. Kile
tried her best to enjoy the salad, as well as the juice Clara had
selected for her. After about two or three glasses, she was
surprisingly relaxed.

As the plates emptied and guests were
actually declining food, the heavyset man sitting beside the Alva,
pushed his chair way from the table and stood up. Although one
could have easily missed it as he wasn’t all that tall, to begin
with. He tapped his mug on the table to get everyone’s
attention.

“Now that it looks as if we might have
finished off the king’s pantry,” he said with a good-natured smile,
“I think it is time we get down to business.”

“Hear, hear,” the older gentleman across
from Kile exclaimed as he raised his goblet.

“Don’t you think, Lord Elran, we should at
least know who our guests are?” Jerald asked.

“Quite right, Master Dumgill,” Elran said as
he banged his mug on the table again. “We should start by going
around the room. You there, young man, state your name and where
you are from.”

Jerald shook his head. This was clearly not
what the king’s adviser had in mind, but Elmac pushed his chair
away from the table and slowly got to his feet anyway. Looking
around the room, the mystic cleared his throat before taking
another sip of his wine.

“I am Mystic Elmac Okalis of the Tower,
Magus of the Third Circle, mystics of the Second Order, and
all-around decent chap,” he said with a slight bow before returning
to his seat.

Daniel looked at Elmac then at Lord Elran
then at Kile before eventually standing.

“Certified Level Five Hunter, Daniel Leary,
currently stationed at the Guild Hospital in Littenbeck,” he said,
quickly sitting down.

Kile stood next and the room tilted. She
braced herself against Master Boraro who quickly shrugged her
off.

What was in that juice anyway?

“Three Level Hunter… no, that’s not right.
Level… Certified Level Three Hunter, Kile… Veller, currently
stationed… absolutely nowhere,” she said, flopping back down in her
chair and would have missed it if Daniel hadn’t grabbed her.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“At the moment, I’m not feeling much of
anything,” she answered, reaching for her goblet. Daniel quickly
took it away.

“I think you’ve had enough,” he told
her.

Boraro gave her one of his harrumphs, before
getting to his feet.

“Certified Level One Hunter, Garret Boraro,
currently stationed in Azintar.”

And so it went on.

“Certified Level One Hunter, William Heaney, currently stationed in Sofland.”

“Certified Level Three Hunter, Ernesto
Creech, currently stationed in Fennel.”

There was a long pause before Lord Elran
spoke up. “Come along Jerald. This was your idea,” he said.

“Your lordship. I am not assigned to this
expedition, so I don’t see how…”

“You have chosen to dine with us. It is only
proper manners.”

Jerald sighed before slowly rising. “I am
Sir Jerald Dumgill, Senior Adviser to His Majesty King Roland
Walter,” he finally said before sitting down.

The first Alva remained seated and didn’t
seem at all amused by the bizarre rituals of the vir. His
companion, on the other hand, reluctantly stood up.

“My name is Galan Tasara, and this is Darfin
Ailred,” he said in a soft, melodious voice. “We are from
Enyegroth, of the clan of Ishfanas, from across the sea.”

The two looked almost identical from where
Kile was sitting, although she wasn’t seeing too well at the
moment. The only noticeable difference was the color of their hair.
Galan’s was dark, almost black while his companion’s was silver.
When Galan returned to his seat, Darfin, gave him a sour look.

Lord Elran got up next. Clearing his throat,
he raised his mug.

“I am Lord Elran Girard of the Province of
Azintar, City of Azintar,” he said and downed the last of his wine
before returning to his seat.

The next man who stood was the older,
grey-haired, leather-faced gentleman, who sat directly across from
Kile.

“I am Sergeant Johnathan Jasa Commander of
Durra Squad,” he announced.

No sooner did he sit down, then the soldier
sitting on his left popped up. “Private Walter Eafer of Durra
Squad!”

The last man also felt the need to shout his
name. “Private Bernard Awald of Durra Squad!”

“There, now we know who we all are,” Lord
Elran said, standing once more. “So, now it is time to discuss why
we are all here. Since His Majesty could not attend this gathering,
it has fallen on me to fill you in,”

He looked into his empty mug and sighed
before setting it aside. This man relished the spotlight and was
reluctant to release it.

“Each of you has been carefully selected for
an important expedition, one that may well see an end to this war
and may even see the return of the Alva back to our shores.” He
ended this statement with a nod to Galan and Darfin, although only
Galan acknowledged his lordship. Darfin was too busy looking
annoyed or bored or probably somewhere in between.

“I believe our esteemed mystic, Master
Elmac, can now share his findings.”

“Thank you, Lord Elran.” Elmac stood. “As
his lordship has already stated, we hope this expedition will see
an end to the war with the valrik, as well as the restoration of
the lands west of Aru, otherwise known as the wastelands, the
flatlands, purgatory, or the great desert. I realize these two
goals don’t seem to coincide with each other, and it is possible
only one, or neither, may be achieved. Still, it has been brought
to our attention, by the arrival of our honored guests, the Alva of
Enyegroth, a forgotten relic of their past may have been
rediscovered. If this relic is as powerful as they suggest—”

Darfin jumped to his feet.
“Are you suggesting we are lying, vir?”

“I’ve said no such thing, sir,” Elmac
replied. “I am only stating the facts. Even your kind cannot verify
the validity of your claim.”

“We have been searching for this relic for
centuries, in the hopes of reclaiming our lost home. Do you
honestly think we would waste our time on myths and fables?”

“Personally, sir, I think you would grasp at
any stories that claim to be a panacea for your ills.”

“This is ridiculous!” the Alva exclaimed.
“We come here with the means of ending your war and bringing peace
to your people, and you treat us like children chasing dragon
tails.”

Galan grabbed Darfin’s arm. “That is
enough,” he said. “Think, Darfin. Would any of our people be so
trusting if a vir came claiming to solve our problems?”

“We can reclaim this gift on our own.”

“We need their help. How many have we sent?
How many have returned?”

Darfin’s reply was not in the king’s tongue.
The language he spoke was known only to Galan, and possibly to
Elmac, who looked at the two with a newfound suspicion. When the
silver-haired Alva returned to his seat, Galan apologized.

“This quest has weighed heavily on my
people.” He looked around the room. “You are right, mystic. It is
only a story, one that claims to ease our burdens, but it is the
last one we have and our last hope. You must understand, we are a
proud people, maybe too proud. We would not willingly ask help of
the vir unless we had no other choice. The Heart of Nilak is there
because it has to be there. If it isn’t, there is no hope for my
people.”

“Believe me, Master Galan, I do understand,”
Elmac said. “But it may be you and yours who are placing too much
emphasis on an old trinket and an even older story. Even if this
Heart of Nilak of yours is there, how is it supposed to perform the
miracles you claim it can? I’m afraid I don’t have as much faith in
this relic as you do.”

“I assure you, Mystic Elmac, if this
artifact is truly the Heart of Nilak, you will see what wonders it
can do.”

“If I may,” Heaney said, standing, “I think
this is a moot subject. We can sit here and argue the merits of
this artifact, whether it can or can’t do what the legends say it
can, but it won’t get us any closer to finding it. Am I right in
believing that we now have a destination?”

“Quite right, Master Heaney. I have studied
the maps and the journals provided by the Alva and have compared
them to the mariner’s sea maps. I have also reviewed the firsthand
accounts of the sailors who have seen the maelstrom. I believe now,
we may have an idea of where this island is located.”

“Then I don’t see the need for any further
discussion,” Heaney said. “It would appear the mission is simple.
We head to this island and retrieve the Heart. Nothing more needs
to be said at the moment.”

“I agree.” Jasa stood. “All this talk is
like running in circles. It may give us something to do, but it
doesn’t get us any closer to getting it done.”

“If this is nothing more than a simple
retrieval job, let us get it over with,” Boraro said, leaning back
in his chair. “The sooner we finish, the sooner we get paid.”

“If that is all you see in this, Master
Hunter, I fear you truly do not understand the perils of this
quest,” Galan said.

“Please, just because a bunch of elves—”

Darfin was on his feet again. “Mind your
words, Hunter, if you don’t want them to be your last.”

“Is that so…
elf?”

Lord Elran slammed his mug so hard on the
table, it shattered, but he did manage to get everyone’s attention.
“I think we’ve talked this over enough.” He discarded the mug’s
broken handle. “Perhaps we should retire for the evening.”

“Yes, that is probably for the best,” Jerald
agreed. “Captain Dotol has sent word—he is prepared to sail as soon
as you arrive in Salthaven.”

“And there have been no further attacks
along the south coast?” Heaney asked.

Jerald shook his head. “By all reports, it’s
been quiet down that way for the last month. If the valrik are
planning another assault, it’s not along the south coast. Command
will give you updates when you arrive.”

“I think we should all turn in if we want an
early start in the morning,” Jasa said. “It’s the first step that
leads to the journey’s end.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


As Kile climbed the stairs back to the east
wing, she had no more knowledge of what was going on and why she
was involved than she had when she first received the summons. The
best she could come up with, assuming she was thinking straight,
was that they were sailing to some remote, uncharted island to
retrieve an artifact that may or may not be there. It all seemed so
straightforward in a crooked sort of way.

Daniel mumbled something to her when they
reached the gilded sitting room. It might have been a good night or
it could have been something else; she wasn’t sure and simply waved
to him over her shoulder before retiring to her room. The only
thing on her mind, apart from lost islands and Alva relics, was her
bed, which was waiting for her in her personal artificial forest.
Unfortunately, it was occupied.

“Roland?”

The king was lying on her bed, reading the
book on royal lineage she had set aside. He wasn’t dressed in his
fineries this time. Instead he looked like the poor librarian she
met back in Windfoil. His hair was brushed back and he needed a
shave. She had almost forgotten how handsome he was.

He closed the book and set it aside.

“They always seem to leave out my great
aunt’s side of the family.” He tapped the cover of the book. “You
think it has anything to do with the fact she married a
tailor?”

“What are you doing here?” Kile asked as she
quickly closed the door.

“I wanted to see you before you left,” he
said. Somehow his answer might not have been so awkward if he
wasn’t lying on her bed.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she told him.

“No, you’re probably right. Imagine what the
people would say, but then again, if I leave now…” He pointed to
the door. She could still hear the rest of her dining companions
carrying on their discussion in the sitting room. It didn’t sound
as if they were too eager to retire for the night.

“Can you at least get out of my bed?”

Roland shrugged and jumped off the bed.

“You are a curiosity,” he said with a sigh.
“I’ve visited you while you were in bed.”

“That was different. I was recovering.”

“Not always.”

“That time doesn’t count.”

“No, I didn’t think it would.” He grinned as
he casually examined one of the broad-leafed plants. “What do you
think of your room?”

“You went to a lot of trouble.”

“It was worth it if it made you happy.”

“It might have.”

Roland laughed. “You’re getting to know the
game too well.”

“I didn’t think you liked playing games,”
she said.

“I don’t… well… it depends on who my
opponent is.”

“Oh, so now we’re in opposition.”

“It feels that way with you, sometimes.” He
folded his arms and leaned against the desk. “It is good to see you
again, Kile.”

“So, is that why you summoned me here, to
see me again?”

“As much as I would like to say it was,
considering it’s the only way I can get to see you, it wasn’t
exactly my decision.”

“Then whose decision was it?”

“Command’s,” he said with a shrug. “They
seemed to think you would be perfect for this expedition, what with
your knowledge of nature, as well as your experience with the
saladogs.”

“What do they have to do with this?”

“Command believes these… saladogs,” he said
with a flourish of his hand. “These… creatures are somehow tied up
with Alva and their relic.”

“That’s a stretch. Isn’t it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe not, if you think about
it. I mean, these creatures, which no one has ever seen before,
happen to show up at the same time the Alva make their triumphant
return.”

Kile snorted. “Hardly triumphant.”

“Still, I don’t believe in coincidences,”
the King said as he brushed back one of the tree branches that was
blocking the picture of the two boys. He laughed. “I thought I told
them to take this down.”

“So, you do know them?” Kile said as she
came to stand beside him.

“Of course I do. That’s me.” He pointed to
the younger boy. “I even remember when my mother had this one
commissioned. It was right after my tenth birthday.”

“You don’t look very happy.”

“Have you ever had to sit for a painting?
It’s dreadfully boring. If I remember correctly, it took nearly
seven days. Each day for two hours. Same time, same place, same
clothes. No, it was not fun, but our mother insisted. She wanted a
picture of her sons.”

“Then the other boy… that’s…”

“Yeah, I’m afraid so,” Roland said. “That’s
my brother, Jonland, before he went crazy.”

Somehow the quaint portrait of the two boys
sitting in the garden wasn’t so quaint after all. She was now
looking at a younger version of Ravenshadow, the man who was
currently trying to bring the world to its climactic conclusion,
one way or another. The funny thing was, as she looked at the two
boys sitting there on the small bench, she would have guessed
Roland was the more mischievous one. There was something in the
young king’s eyes that said he was probably terror on two feet.

Roland was watching her carefully. “I can
have it removed if you want.”

“No, that’s okay. It doesn’t bother me,” she
lied.

“You wouldn’t think it, would you?” he asked
as he stepped closer to the portrait. “That he could become what he
became.”

“It might not have been completely his
fault.”

Roland turned and looked at her. A sad smile
touched his lips. “Defending him now, are we?”

“All I’m saying is, sometimes we don’t know
what we’re doing until after it’s done.” She turned away from
him.

“Still, we have to take responsibilities for
those things we’ve done, regardless of why we did them,” he
countered.

“I suppose,” she said, but was it that
simple? There were still a few things about Jonland that didn’t
make sense, or maybe they did if she looked at it from a different
point of view. If there was one thing she’d learned during her stay
at the Tower, nothing is what it seems. For instance, Jonland’s
ability to control ravens was something she hadn’t considered at
first. The fact that he could turn them against her, use them as
his spies, was it all that much different from what she could do?
Was it possible Jonland was Orceen? Could he also be plagued by the
shadows of the Maligar? Did that young boy in the picture
unwillingly tap into the darkness, into the madness? Did he also
hear the laughter? If it was true, and he was just another victim,
was she far behind?

These new thoughts were unsettling and sent
a shiver down her spine. Roland placed his arm around her.

It didn’t help.

“You should probably be going,” she said as
she nimbly ducked under his arm.

“Is that truly what you want?” he asked.

The question caught her off guard. When did
she ever know what she wanted? Many of the things she thought she
wanted didn’t turn out all that well. She always wanted to be a
Hunter; now look at the mess she got herself into. Maybe it wasn’t
so much what she wanted but what she needed.

“I’m sorry, Roland, I’m still not… there,”
she answered.

“I suppose if that’s your answer,” he said
with a playful grin as he reached for the door. “I simply have to
accept it… for now.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Just be careful, will you?”

“Of course. I’ll—”

But before she could finish the sentence, he
did it to her again. He kissed her—leaned right in and kissed her
without warning.

She suddenly sensed the feral side of her
rise up and knew it would be a huge mistake. It was a struggle to
force it back down, one she wasn’t sure if she even wanted to win.
Fortunately, the decision wasn’t hers to make. Roland was gone.
Kile backed away from the door until she found herself sitting on
the bed. That was too close, she thought. The feral side of her was
a little more dangerous than she had originally believed.

Using the techniques Morgan taught her, she
closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and fell into her Edge. It
didn’t take long before she found her center and balanced herself
out. Once she silenced the feral side of her psyche, she stretched
her consciousness out further. It wasn’t long before she found
Vesper sleeping in an empty fruit bowl on the desk. She even took
it as far as to find Grim in the stables but knew better than to
touch him. She had no doubt he would come storming into the room to
find out what was wrong. The odd thing was, she could not feel any
other animals in the vicinity. Sure, there were horses in the
stables, and there was an owl, but he was on the other side of the
outer wall. It was unsettling and a bit too quiet, but it wasn’t as
if it was something that needed her attention.

As she reeled her consciousness in, she did
stumble on two things. One was a feeling; the other, a smell. The
feeling was not one she wanted. The smell was not one she expected.
She quickly snapped back to reality when someone gently knocked on
the door. At first she wasn’t sure she heard anything and held her
breath until she heard it again.

Opening the door, she found the gilded
sitting room was dark. The others had gone to bed and only Clara
remained.

“Get in here,” she said, grabbing the young
woman’s arm and pulling her into the room. “Where have you been?”
she demanded.

“I don’t know…”

“No, we are not playing these games, sir,”
Kile said, cutting the young woman off before she could
protest.

Clara laughed. “I didn’t think I could fool
you for long,” she said as she looked around the overgrown
bedroom.

“You weren’t Clara this afternoon, were
you?” Kile asked. “Not this morning and not in the dining hall, and
please tell me you were not her when Daniel was hitting on
her.”

“No, no I wasn’t,” she said. “I had to take
this form when Roland left. He was in here for quite some
time.”

“That’s none of your business.”

“I’m not saying anything, only making an
observation.”

“So, what the hell is going on, sir? What’s
happening to the Guild? Why am I here?”

Clara sighed and brushed back her hair, and
as she did, her features changed from those of a slight young
maiden to that of a sharp-faced, ageless man. The change was so
gradual, Kile wasn’t even sure she saw it. Where Clara once stood,
was now standing the only Alva Kile had ever known, not that she
had known he was an Alva when she first met him.

“It is good to see you again, sir.”

“I wish the situation was better,” Luke said
as he sat down on the bed. “I don’t know what’s going on, Kile, but
I don’t like it. Something doesn’t feel right.”

“You’re telling me,” she said. “What
happened with the Hunters? Is it true? Are you no longer the Guild
Master?”

“I’m afraid not, but I shouldn’t be
surprised. It was only a matter of time before Parker took control.
I underestimated him, you see. I thought he would try to challenge
me head-on, I never thought he would resort to blackmail and
coercion to remove my supporters from the council. It didn’t help
with the war lasting as long as it has. Maybe I should have retired
Barshed years ago.”

“So, that’s it. You’re giving up.”

“I never said anything about giving up. This
is only the end of Mathew Latherby. But, that’s not something you
have to worry about. You have more important things to concern
yourself with, like Shenataesi.”

“Like Shenna what?”

“That lost island that’s no longer lost.
It’s called Shenataesi.”

“You know this how?” she asked. No one in
their little group even knew if the island existed, let alone that
it had a name.

“Because I was there.”

“Are you serious?”

“I’m afraid so,” Luke answered. “I’ve known
about it for a long time. Too long. It’s not a place I ever wanted
to return to. I wished it had remained lost.”

“So, you were there?”

“Yes, and I wasn’t the only one. It was a
long time ago, you see. Long before I even started the Guild. Back
when the Hunters were a ragtag group looking for fame, fortune, and
adventure.

“I first heard of the
island from an old man named Sabri, who sailed as a carpenter on
the merchant ship, the Zakary. They were trying to find a
way through the maelstrom, beyond the Starlett Sea, but they never
made it. Sabri and two other crew members were the only survivors.
They reached one of the lifeboats before the ship went under. He
says they were adrift at sea for four days before they spotted the
island. Once on shore, he described it as an unholy place. He said
the trees were unnatural, and they felt as if they were being
watched. Sounds, that came from the forest sent chills down their
spines. They never went inland, but by morning, there were only two
of them left.”

“What happened to the other guy?” Kile
asked.

Luke shrugged. “Sabri refused to say. All I
know is, he and his companion decided to risk the open sea and the
maelstrom rather than spend another night on that island. Against
all odds, their boat made it to the shipping lanes where they were
eventually rescued. They were both quite balmy and near dead when
they were picked up. As a matter of fact, his companion never made
it to port. Sabri moved inland, as far as Littenbeck, or what was
to become Littenbeck. He refused to ever sail again. That’s where
we found him, me and the other Hunters. We plied him with liquor
and he told us his story, then we convinced him to take us back to
the island.

“He was reluctant at first, and who could
blame him, but she sweet-talked him into it, she always could, but
now I wish she hadn’t. We chartered a small ship out of Sofland,
paid a handsome price for it too, but we figured there must be
something of value on that island. We found a way through the
stormwall, but if I didn’t know better, I’d almost think it let us
through. Once we were on the other side, it was only a matter of
time before we found it. None of the other sailors would come
ashore with us. They had all heard the old man’s stories. So, in
the end, we went alone, just the four of us.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t even
remember what happened after that. Only bits and pieces. I know we
headed inland, through a dead forest, because that’s where we found
the underground temple. Inside, there was a large well with some
weird form of writing around it. Collin tried to read it, and
that’s when things got hazy. I remember someone screaming… or
laughing… I don’t… I don’t remember anything beyond that. The next
thing I know, Nugnail is carrying me on his shoulders back to the
ship. We were the only two who made it out.”

He trailed off after that, his voice
faltering as he stared into space trying to remember something that
was too painful. When he turned and looked at Kile, she could see
the regret in his eyes.

“She died there, you know,” he added.

“Who did, sir?”

“Risa Ta’re. She died on Shenataesi.”

That bit of information was not something
Kile wanted to hear. She had always suspected that Luke, or
whatever his real name was, knew Risa Ta’re personally, and there
was something between them. She remembered when he first showed her
the portrait of the Hunter in the little room under the stairs in
the Great Hall back at the Academy. The way he looked at the
painting, it was clear he felt something for her, but she never
knew how deep those feelings went or how long he carried them.

“I don’t like it, Kile,” he said, looking up
at her. “The island, the Alva, the Valgar… you.”

“Me?”

“You were a lot like her. I knew it from the
first time I saw you. That’s why I had to show you her picture.
That’s why I gave you her Lann, why I taught you how to use them.
She was in tune with the natural world, maybe not as strongly as
you are, but that’s why I’m worried. She felt it. Risa felt it when
we arrived. She didn’t want to go anywhere near that black-stoned
temple, but I talked her into it, and now she’s dead. I don’t know
what’s in there. I don’t know what this artifact, this Heart of
Nilak is, but if it was hidden on that island, maybe it should stay
there.”
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The company traveled for two days, heading
south to the province of Sofland. Their final destination was the
port town of Salthaven. Kile had never heard of the town, nor had
she been to the province, but that wasn’t saying much. There were
still many places she had yet to see, but nowhere on her list was
there room for an island known as Shenataesi.

Luke didn’t say anything more about the
island. In fact, he didn’t say anything more about anything. After
their little discussion, he left her alone with her thoughts, none
of which were all that pleasant. The more she thought about the
expedition, the more she regretted not seizing the opportunity to
make a run for it. Luke’s description of the black-stoned temple
and the well, with its mysterious writing, was too similar to the
visions she saw when she connected with the Valgar. Could it be the
same place? Would he be there? The strange man with the crooked
yellow teeth? She could still see those eyes staring back at her
from that dark pit. She could still hear the echo of his laughter
ringing in her ears. When it was only a nightmare, only an
illusion, she could deal with it. Now, though, she was planning on
visiting him at home.

They left the grey stone monolith, known as
the palace of Azintar, earlier that morning before the sun was even
up. Daniel knocked on her door for nearly twenty minutes before she
was awake enough to let him in. What with her two visitors, the
previous night, and the copious amounts of juice she drank at
dinner, she wasn’t ready for an early morning. After dragging
herself out of bed, she declined the offer of breakfast so she
could take advantage of the bathing facilities and prepare herself
for what was promising to be an eventful experience. She wondered
if she should tell the others about what she knew, but what did she
know?

Roland met them in the courtyard, praising
them on their willingness to undertake this expedition for king and
country, although that didn’t seem to be the motivating factor for
most of the members.

The Alva, Galan and Darfin, were looking for
a means of bringing back their ancestral home, while Sergeant Jasa
and his two men were simply following orders. Elmac was seeking
knowledge, the older the better, and William Heaney saw it as just
another job. Boraro and Creech’s reasons were their own, although
Kile didn’t see them as being very patriotic. Daniel was there
because he was still a Level Five Hunter and didn’t have a choice.
Kile, being a Level Three, had the option of bailing out, but too
many arrows pointed her to Shenataesi. She had to know the truth:
about the island, about Risa, and about the Valgar, but mostly
about herself. She wasn’t sure what she would find there, but
something told her if she didn’t go looking for it, it would come
looking for her.

They traveled during the day, stopping only
to eat a simple meal of hardtack and water while answering the call
of nature. Their conversations were quite lively, although Kile
didn’t have much to add. It didn’t matter—she wasn’t included in
any of them anyway. Elmac usually rode with the Alva, grilling them
on their culture and their language. Galan seemed willing to
entertain the mystic for the time being, but Darfin wanted nothing
to do with the man and completely ignored him. Daniel seemed to
find some common ground with Boraro and Creech, which, for some
reason, bothered Kile. While Boraro was clearly one of the Sons of
Terrabin, or at least she always thought so, Creech seemed to fit
the part better. He was a dark man who didn’t have much to say. He
watched everybody with his shifty little eyes, taking everything in
and storing it for later use. She would describe him as being
sneaky, like a rat, but she knew a few rats and they were often
noble and honest, and this man clearly wasn’t. He had something to
hide. Sergeant Jasa and the two soldiers rode a few lengths ahead
of the group and didn’t associate with either the Hunters or the
Alva. Their attitude didn’t surprise her. One of the first things
she learned while traveling with Perha squad last year was regular
soldiers didn’t trust Hunters. They thought them odd, and who could
blame them. As for Heaney, their so-called leader, he took his job
too seriously. He rode between the groups, giving suggestions,
which could have been interpreted as orders, but it didn’t matter
since nobody was listening to him anyway.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


On the third day of their trek to the sea,
Kile stretched out on Grim’s back and stared up at the clouds while
Vesper slept on the pony’s head. Today there was a general lack of
enthusiasm among the group. The pace had slowed down since
yesterday. It was almost as if they were reluctant to go searching
for the island of Shenataesi, not that they knew what it was
called.

Kile still didn’t know what part she was
supposed to play in this little saga. How much did they actually
know about her Edge? Were they relying on her to lead them to the
Heart of Nilak by talking with the animals on the island? If that
was the plan, it wasn’t very well thought out.

-Heads up. Elf coming down the line,- Grim
snorted.

Kile saw the dark-haired Alva riding down
the column. Was he coming to see her? There wasn’t any other reason
to retreat down the line. She quickly sat up, swinging her legs
over Grim so she was riding forward once again. Sure enough, the
Alva was heading toward her. If only she could remember his
name.

“Greetings,” he said, raising one hand as he
got closer. His melodious voice reminded her of the birds she often
spoke to, and she wondered if there was a connection. “It is Miss
Veller, is it not?”

“Yes,” she said as she quickly searched her
memories for his name. He was either Galan or Darfin.
Unfortunately, she’d had too much to drink that night, and all the
names sort of ran together. “And you’re… Galan… right?” She crossed
her fingers.

“Indeed I am. Galan Tasara, at your
service,” he said with a slight bow. He turned his horse around to
ride alongside her.

-Try not to stab this one,- Grim
commented.

“I’m surprised you remembered,” Galan said
and seemed pleased she did remember his name. “We didn’t have much
of an opportunity to speak at the palace.”

“Or at the party,” Kile added.

“Party… I’m not sure I recall.”

“In Forthbar, about five months ago. Big
party. Food. King. You don’t remember?”

“Oh, I remember the gathering well.” Galan
shook his head. “It is hard to forget an assassination
attempt.”

“An assassination?”

“It was there that a young vir woman
attacked my kinsmen, Arbane. They say she was mad.”

“Oh, yeah… yeah, I heard about that. It was
terrible… but… you don’t remember me?”

Galan hesitated and shook his head again.
“I’m afraid not. I’m very sorry.”

“Oh, please, don’t be,” Kile replied. “As I
said, we didn’t actually speak, and I wasn’t there for long. I was
called away before all the excitement if you know what I mean.”

-I guess all vir look the same to the Alva,-
Grim remarked.

Kile tried to ignore the pony, but that left
an awkward silence.

“So, you’re an Alva,” she blurted out and
regretted it.

-Oh yeah, real smooth.-

Galan gave her a curious look. “I’m
sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry. I don’t know much about the
Alva, only what I was taught back at the Academy, and lately, I’ve
been questioning most of what I learned back there. It’s only,
you’re more fantasy than history.”

“Surely you must know something of my
people.”

“Very little, I’m afraid. About the only
thing I can recall was that your kind was here long before mine,
and you lived in what we now call the wastelands. Oh, and I was
also taught there were two clans of Alva, the Lys-alverie and the
Morke-alverie.”

Galan gave her another one of those curious
looks and she was afraid she may have said too much. It was never a
good idea to show one’s ignorance too soon into the conversation.
Much to her surprise, he laughed.

“It would appear you know more about my
people than you let on, but I’m not sure how accurate your
knowledge is.”

“I’m sorry. It’s as I said. Growing up, the
Alva were more a part of myths and stories than anything else.”

“I do not doubt that,” Galan said. “It would
seem we are doomed to forget our past in favor of our future, but
in doing so, our past becomes our future. I guess that will always
be the way of things.”

“I would truly like to know more about your
people.”

Galan smiled. “I’m afraid the story of the
Álfar, or as you like to call us, the Alva, is not one with a happy
ending. For starters, there were four clans: the Villtur, the Sjór,
the Liós, and the Dökk. We didn’t simply dwell in Kalistar, or the
place you call the wastelands, we lived throughout Dal’val. From
the mountains down to the sea. From the wall of Sanieria to the
forests of Roramorie.”

Although Kile had no idea where these places
were, she could tell they were of great importance to Galan. He was
talking about his ancestral home, now occupied by the vir. Although
he tried to pass it off as a mere historical fact, it was clear the
account pained him. There was another moment of awkward silence as
Galan stared west, over the plains.

“What happened to the other clans?” Kile
asked.

The Alva looked at her, and at first, she
thought he was angry with her, that maybe he blamed her for
stealing his land. But his face mellowed and the smile returned
even if it looked a little forced.

“The clans,” he repeated softly, shaking his
head. “What happened to the clans?”

Kile shrugged, but Galan didn’t seem to
notice.

“The Villtur were the first to vanish from
our world,” he said quietly. “They dwelled in the northern mountain
regions, the places you call Callor and Denal. That was until the
arrival of the Ogre. They came without warning, attacking without
mercy. They were savages. They nearly wiped out the Villtur. Those
who survived were driven from their homelands. They came to live
among the Dökk and the Liós. We tried to reclaim what was ours, but
the Ogre were too strong. That’s when we sought aid from the vir.
Not all the clans agreed though. The Sjór, for one, did not trust
the vir and refused their aid. They turned against the other clans
and departed the shores of Dal’val, sailing away from their homes
forever. It was up to the Dökk and the Liós to avenge the Villtur.
The vir agreed to help, in exchange for the lands east of the
Medlin point and west of the Sanieria wall, but even that proved
too high a price to pay. For once we drove the Ogre out, they
poisoned the lands behind them, creating those abominable
wastelands. The vir were… gracious enough, to allow us to live
among them with certain stipulations. It proved too harsh for my
people, and we left the shores of Dal’val to seek out the
Sjór.”

And yet another slight variation to the
history of the wastelands. Kile was beginning to believe no one
truly knew the origin of the place. Maybe Mystic Elmac was right
and it was always a desert.

She was about to ask Galan about the Sjór,
and whether they ever reunited with the seafaring Alva, but after
seeing the look on his face, she decided against it. The story of
their past seemed to upset him, and inquiring any further was only
going to make matters worse. Why didn’t she ask Luke these
questions when she had the chance? Probably because it didn’t seem
all that important at the time.

“May I ask you a question, Miss Veller?”
Galan said after a while.

“Um, yeah sure.”

“The blades you wear, they were made by my
kinsmen. How is it you came by them?”

She had forgotten the Lann, which were
currently strapped to Grim’s harness. Master Latherby had given
them to her when she graduated from the Academy. They had once
belonged to Risa Ta’re, who she now knew was an Alva. How much
should she reveal to Galan? Master Latherby, or Luke, had gone out
of his way to conceal his heritage. He never even tried to contact
the Alva when they first appeared, and it almost seemed he was
hiding from them.

“They were left to me… by an old friend,”
she finally confessed, but she took too long. She could tell by the
look on Galan’s face he didn’t believe her, or maybe he thought
there was more to the story.

“I see,” he said, his eyes slightly
narrowing. “And who taught you how to wield them?”

“An instructor… back at the Academy.”

“Did this instructor have a name?”

“Well… I only knew him as Luke. He used to
work the stables.”

“I see. I would like to meet this…
Luke.”

“I haven’t seen him since I graduated. I
don’t even think he works there anymore.”

Kile knew her story wasn’t terribly
convincing. The Alva probably thought she was lying, although she
didn’t know why. Everything she told him was truth… in a way.

“Hey, what’s going on back here?” Daniel
asked, slowing Maliea down to ride alongside them.

“I should probably catch up to my kinsmen,”
Galan said. “I would like to speak more on this matter when there
is time.”

Kile watched as the Alva rode to the head of
the column. His questions, as well as his demeanor, concerned her.
It could be her paranoia returning, however, she couldn’t help but
think he was after something, or someone.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


The town of Midrest was suitably named as it
sat on the border between the provinces of Sofland and Blackmoore.
The company put a fair distance behind them but still had nearly a
day’s travel ahead if they wanted to reach Salthaven before
tomorrow night.

Both Boraro and Jasa had visited Midrest on
many occasions and recommended a quaint little inn with the
pleasant-sounding name of The Bloody Jackal. The only thing that
made it appealing was that it was the only inn for miles.

The Bloody Jackal was a horrible, misshapen
building that looked as if it had crawled out of the Blackmoore
swamps, waiting to feast on anyone foolish enough to enter it. The
dark, foreboding, two-story, wooden structure leaned dangerously to
one side. The windows were so filthy, they might as well have been
boarded up for all the light they refused to let in.

The interior wasn’t much better. It was dark
and damp. The fire in the hearth did little to warm the atmosphere.
The sitting room was almost empty and what patrons there were, were
not all that sociable. Dark figures engaging in secret
conversations, they kept to themselves, hidden in the shadows and
the dark corners of the inn. What business went on within The
Bloody Jackal was a business best left there. A large, heavyset,
grim-looking man watched them when they entered. He acknowledged
their presence with a slight nod but made no attempt to welcome
them. He wore an old apron that was so covered in stains, it was
difficult to tell its original color.

Heaney casually removed his riding gloves
and stepped forward. “Are ya the proprietor of this
establishment?”

The man looked at him curiously. “I own the
place if that’s what you mean.” His voice was low and raspy. “What
is it you’re looking for?”

“Food and drink and possibly room for the
night, if ya have any.”

“Is that so?” The man grinned. He suddenly
took an interest them. When he stood, he towered over Heaney by
nearly a foot and a half. Kile was suddenly reminded of Taugh, the
Ogre she met in the wastelands, and wondered if this man shared
some of the same ancestral blood. “There’s food and drink if you
have the coin,” he added.

“I assure ya, we can pay.”

The man cast a wary eye on the group. “Very
well,” he said when his eyes fell on Kile. “And ah, you said you’d
be wanting rooms.”

“Aye, that’s right,” Heaney said. “If it’s
not too much trouble.”

“We don’t have too many. What are your…
sleeping arrangements?”

“And that’s it,” Kile said, throwing her
hands up and walking toward the door.

Daniel grabbed her by the arm before she
could leave. “Wait, Ki, where are you going?”

“You must be mad if you think I’d even
entertain the thought of spending one night in this place. I’ll be
in the barn if you need me.”

“I wouldn’t be going out there, miss, if I
were you,” the big man said with an unsettling grin plastered on
his face. “It can be rather dangerous after dark for a young thing
like yourself. We’ve had reports of cougars in the area. They come
out of the swamps at night, you see. You’d best be staying in here,
where it’s safer. You know, where we can… protect you.”

Kile laughed. “The only dangerous thing out
there tonight will be me. So you and your friends should stay
inside and protect yourselves.”

“Hunter Veller, I’m thinking we should stick
together,” Heaney quickly added.

“Let her go,” Boraro said, turning his back
to her. “She’s more animal than human these days.”

The feral side of Kile wanted nothing more
than to pick up the first thing within arm’s reach and beat the man
senseless with it. Unfortunately, the first thing within arm’s
reach was Daniel as he blocked her exit. Somehow, the act of
picking her friend up and swinging him at her old weapon’s master
wouldn’t have solved anything, but the thought of it did subdue her
feral desires.

“Don’t worry, Master Heaney.” She turned
away from Boraro. “I won’t go far. I’ll see you in the
morning.”

“I’ll come with you,” Daniel offered.

“I don’t think so. You’d be safer in here,”
she told him before heading out into the night.

When the doors of The Bloody Jackal closed
behind her, she was more at ease. It was a relief to get away from
the company, if only for the night. When did dealing with the vir
become so hard?

Entering the barn, Kile was greeted by the
horses, which was funny, since their riders seemed to go out of
their way to ignore her. She made her way to the back, where she
knew she’d find Grim.

-Leaving so soon, are we?- he asked,
although he didn’t seem to care one way or the other.

“Not yet,” she answered. “I thought it would
be safer, sleeping in here.”

-Suit yourself, but if I were you, I’d try
the loft, since it doesn’t look as if anyone spends anytime
cleaning this place.-

The mountain pony was right, the place
looked as if it could do with a good mucking out. There was also
the strong smell of horse in the air, but she found it more
tolerable than the smell of the vir.

What Grim called the loft was nothing more
than a narrow platform, fifteen feet above the stable floor. It ran
from the front of the building to the back, supported by the
trusses. There was no visible means of getting up there, which
meant it would be the last place unwanted visitors would look for
her. Taking a deep breath and closing her eyes, she let a bit of
her feral side slip through. This was always the most exhilarating
part of her Edge, but she had to be careful to keep it under
control. Give in to it, and she might not want to come back.

Grabbing a support post, she shimmied her
way up and jumped onto one of the ceiling joists. From there, she
easily made her way to the central platform. The movements were
becoming second nature and she didn’t even question if she could do
it anymore.

The loft was easily twice the width of Grim.
Since she often slept on the mountain pony’s back while traveling,
she should have no problem sleeping here for the night, assuming
she didn’t roll around too much. Gathering some loose straw, she
made a simple bed for herself and Vesper.

Lying down, Kile stared up at the stars,
which she could see through the hole in the barn’s roof.

“What am I doing here?” she asked Grim, who
was right below her.

-I thought you wanted to get some
sleep.-

“No, I mean, what am I still doing here,
running around with Hunters? They’re not even the same Hunters I
joined up with, not if Master Latherby is no longer in charge.”

-Where else would you be?-

“That’s it. I could go anywhere. I could go
back to Riverport, not that my sister-in-law would be too happy
about that. Or maybe even Baxter’s Bay, although I don’t find the
place all that grand to start with. There is Coopervill, even
though it’s right on the front line these days.”

-Where do you really want to go?- Grim
asked.

Kile didn’t even have to think about it. It
had been on her mind for the last few months. She thought about it
every night while lying awake in the Tower. There was only one
place she ever wanted to go, one place that called out to her. The
unexplored lands on the far side of the desert. However, wanting to
go there and actually going there were two entirely different
things. Nobody ever crossed the wastelands and returned to talk
about it, so there was no way to know what was out there. The
journey wouldn’t be easy, even at the best of times, and with the
war on, movement through the wastelands would be nearly impossible.
Although, in some way, this expedition might be the solution. Get
to the island of Shenataesi, find this so-called
Heart of Nilak, and help the Alva reclaim the wastelands. It seemed
so easy when she thought of it that way, which meant it would be
anything but easy. It all came down to this one last
job.

“I’m simply not comfortable with this
mission.”

-You’re on a suicide mission with a bunch of
idiots. What’s not to be comfortable with?-

“It’s not that. Well, not entirely. I mean,
they’re not all idiots. They’re actually quite skilled in what they
do. Even Daniel is more suited for this mission than I am, and he’s
not even a field Hunter.”

-Well, at least you have your little vir
friend to keep you company.-

“Who? Daniel? I don’t think so. He’s
changed—he’s not the same guy I knew back at the Academy.”

-Maybe it’s you who’s changed. Maybe you’re
not the same person you were back at the Academy.-

“Well, yeah, I’ve changed—we’ve both
changed. What I mean is, he seems so distant, and… I don’t know,
there’s something different. Did you see him back at the Black Hoof
Livery? No, of course you didn’t. You were too busy tearing the
place up.”

-Hey, I said I was sorry.-

“No, no actually you didn’t. But it doesn’t
matter. He paid for the damages. For someone who used to complain
about his Level Five pay grade, that was quite a bit of coin to put
down on repairs without even getting an estimate. And he lied to
me. He lied about how he found out about my summons. He knew about
it long before I did, but he lied to me.”

-Maybe he’s jealous.-

“Jealous? Jealous of what? He received a
summons as well.”

-I mean, jealous of you and the king. You
know, that little tryst you got going.-

Kile leaned over the edge of the platform.
“There is nothing going on between me and Roland!”

Grim laughed. -Then explain that little kiss
he gave you.-

“How did you…? There was no kiss. What are
you talking about?”

-Oh please, the furball already filled me
in.-

Kile looked down at Vesper, who was nibbling
on some hardtack he’d found in her pack.

“You told me you could only communicate with
Vesper when I was around.”

-I lied.-

“You what? Wait. What do you mean?”

-Sorry, I just fell asleep and I can’t hear
you anymore.-

“This is not over, Grim. We’ll talk about it
in the morning.”

-Yeah, yeah, whatever.-

Kile closed her eyes and fell into her Edge.
She stretched her consciousness out into wild until she found what
she was looking for. It wasn’t long before she persuaded them to
come for a visit.
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-Good morning.-

The voice was a soft growl, almost akin to a
purr, and it filled Kile’s head with the coming of a new day.

-Sorry to awaken you.-

When Kile opened her eyes, she was staring
into the face of a cat, a very large cat. The largest she had ever
seen. It was tawny brown, with white fur around its massive jaws
and bright blue eyes. The sudden realization she was face-to-face
with a cougar chased away any thoughts of slumber. She quickly sat
up and backed away from the animal until she touched the edge of
the platform.

-Apologies,- the cat said as she sat back on
her haunches. She had to be nearly three feet from the top of her
head to the soles of her feet. -I did not mean to wake you so.-

“No, I’m sorry. That was rude of me,” Kile
said, after calming herself down.

The cat didn’t take offense and instead
seemed amused. -I am Sadi.-

“It’s nice to meet you. My name is…”

-Kile,- the cat answered for her.

“Have we met?” she asked, although it was a
rather stupid question. One does not easily forget meeting a
cougar.

Sadi laughed. -No, but I have heard of you.
Your name is known.-

“My name?”

-Yes, you are the Wild Hunter.-

That was the last straw. If she survived
this expedition, she was going to return to Baxter’s Bay and
throttle Alex for making up that ridiculous title.

-I came when I heard your call.-

-Is that her?-

It was a deeper, growling yet excited voice,
and it came from somewhere on the ground floor of the barn. Kile
looked over the edge of the platform to see another cougar sitting
beside the outer wall. The horses were not happy.

-We came when we heard you call,- Sadi
corrected herself.

-Is that her, Sadi?-

-How many other vir would Sadi be speaking
to, you idiot?-

Kile couldn’t see where the third voice came
from but could feel the presence of yet another large cat.

-How should I know? That’s why I asked,- the
cat on the floor called back.

Sadi shook her head and sighed. -You have to
forgive Awiya. He is young.-

-And stupid,- the third cat added.

Sadi sighed again. -And that would be
Barseen.-

“How… many are there?” Kile asked nervously.
She had called out to the cougars to watch over her during the
night, but she didn’t want a whole herd of them. That is if cougars
came in herds.

-There are only three of us,- Sadi said.

The horses whinnied as the platform vibrated
when the third cat, Barseen, leaped down from a hole in the roof.
He was much larger than Sadi, and had a commanding presence as he
slowly came toward them.

-We do not share our territories,- he
growled.

-Whose territory?- Sadi challenged.

-Your territory,- Barseen answered
reluctantly.

-Ask her if we can eat one of the cows,-
Awiya shouted up to them.

-Cows? What cows?- Barseen asked.

-These cows?-

-They’re not cows you moron, they’re
horses.-

-Oh… okay…. Can we eat one of the
horses?-

-No!- Barseen and Sadi shouted
together.

-Fine, be that way,- Awiya said, sitting
down in the corner and sulking.

-Why did you allow him to come?- Barseen
asked.

-His territory touches mine, and you are
getting old,- the female cougar said.

-Are you serious? You and him? I don’t want
to hear that.-

-Then don’t ask the questions if you don’t
want the answers.-

Barseen slumped down onto the platform. -Now
I have that vision stuck in my head, thank you very much.-

-Apologies,- Sadi said, after turning back
to Kile. -This is why we do not often come together.-

“I’m just grateful you’re here.”

Barseen laughed. -You may be, but that vir
sure wasn’t.-

“Vir, what vir?” Kile asked.

-One of the vir decided to sneak out at
night. He walked around the barn, but no matter,- Sadi said in a
casual tone.

“You didn’t… kill anyone?” Kile asked
nervously. That was the last thing she wanted. She hoped the
presence of a cougar would be enough.

-No, it’s not worth the hassle,- Barseen
answered.

-What he means is, if we hunt the vir, the
vir will hunt us. As long as we stay away from them, they leave us
alone. It is enough they fear us.-

-They’ll fear us more, after tonight,-
Barseen added and Sadi laughed.

-This is true,- she said.

Kile wasn’t sure what they meant by that
little exchange, but as long as no vir were killed and the cougars
came away with the advantage, she could live with that.

-We came to tell you, we must be leaving. It
would not do for the vir to see us during the day.-

“I wish there was something that I could
give you as thanks.”

-How about a cow?- Awiya asked.

-Horse, you idiot,- Barseen yelled down at
him.

-How about a horse, then?-

-No!- Barseen said and turned to Sadi.
-Really, you and him? I fear for your children.-

-He is still young, Barseen, he will
learn.-

-He has to learn, because there is no
possible way he could get any stupider.-

Sadi shook her head and sighed again. -Just
go, Barseen.-

-I’m going, but you know where you can find
me,- Barseen said, turning to Kile.

-I am glad to have met you, child. May your
journey carry you far. May your cycle be long,- the large cat said,
leaping off the platform onto the barn floor fifteen feet below. He
shot Awiya a sideways glance before silently slipping out the
door.

Sadi watched him go before turning back to
Kile. -We need nothing from you, my dear,- she said as she crouched
at the edge of the platform. -Your time to help us will come, all
too soon I fear.-

Jumping down onto the barn floor, she
quietly exited through the open door.

-Nice to have met you,- Awiya shouted as he
followed Sadi back into the swamps.

That was interesting, Kile thought.

Vesper poked his nose out of the satchel.
-Are gone?- he asked.

“They’re gone. You can come out now,” she
said. Kile looked down over the edge of the platform. The barn
floor didn’t seem that far away. If they could do it, she should be
able to. What was it Vanessa said? She took from the animals she
connected with. Grabbing her bundle, she fell into her Edge and
gently touched her feral side. Without giving it a second thought,
she leaped down to the floor below, landing quietly on her feet.
The horses were not happy.

-If you are going to start inviting your
friends to visit, you should at least warn the rest of us,- Grim
told her.

“Sorry, I didn’t think they’d come in. I
only wanted them to watch over the barn. They seemed willing.”

-Of course they were. Protecting their food
source, no doubt.-

“You heard them—they don’t want any trouble
with the vir.”

-Maybe they don’t want to bring down the
wrath of the Wild Hunter.-

“Don’t even go there.”

Stepping out of the barn, Kile took a deep
breath and greeted the new day. The first rays of the sun were
burning the mist off the ground, and there was a slight dampness in
the air. She could smell the coming storm. There would be rain
before long, and they still had some distance to go before reaching
Salthaven. It would be best to get an early start, but it wasn’t up
to her. She had to wait for the rest of the company to get up. It
was so much easier when she traveled alone.

Having no desire to enter The Bloody Jackal,
Kile found a large rock where she sat down, closed her eyes, and
fell into her Edge. Stretching her consciousness out into the wild,
she sensed one of the cougars still in the area. It was probably
Awiya since he was the youngest and most curious of the three. She
turned her attention away from him and up toward the trees, where
the dawn choir was singing to the first light of the morning. It
wasn’t long before she was flying over the province of Sofland.

If only she could grow her own wings, then
nothing would stop her from leaving. She could fly over the great
desert to the lands in the west. She wouldn’t have to worry about
the war, the valrik, or the vir. Unfortunately, for now, she could
only live vicariously through the eyes of the birds around her.
High above the land, she could see the sea and even smelled the
salt water. It was closer than she thought.

Kile could spend all day, and longer, among
the clouds, but someone was calling her name. It brought her
crashing down to reality. She took a few minutes to get her
bearings. It always took awhile to regain her identity after
flying. Opening her eyes, she found herself surrounded by a flock
of sparrows.

“I heard tales, but I did not believe,”
Heaney commented from behind her.

Kile waited until the birds flew off before
turning around.

William Heaney stood in the clearing, sword
in hand. Daniel stood beside him and didn’t seem nearly as
surprised.

“Is there a problem?” she asked, looking at
the weapon. Heaney looked down at his sword as if only now
realizing he still held it.

“There was an attack by a cougar last
night,” he explained.

“Yes, I know,” Kile said.

“Nobody was seriously hurt, at least nothing
I couldn’t handle,” Daniel added.

“Then it’s a good thing you were here. Are
we leaving?” she asked, getting to her feet.

“Shortly,” Heaney answered. He looked at her
curiously. “Are you all right, Hunter Veller?”

“I’m fine, but we should leave soon. The way
is clear and there is a storm coming.”

“Don’t you even want to know who was
attacked?” Daniel asked.

His question caught her off guard. She
should have wanted to know, but the truth was, at the moment, she
didn’t care.

“His name was Thompson,” Daniel said,
watching her reaction. “He wasn’t hurt badly. It was a scratch
really. Mostly it scared him.”

“He said there might have been a dozen of
them, possibly more, and he barely got away,” Heaney said. The
Hunter adjusted his grip on the sword and looked at the woods
around them as if expecting to see the elusive herd of cougars
coming for them at any moment.

“Since there were only three, I’d say he was
exaggerating. And I wouldn’t worry,” she added, addressing Heaney.
“They’re already gone.”

“Ya saw them?” Heaney asked.

“Actually, I spoke with them this morning,”
she said, walking past them toward the barn.

Heaney was about to say something more, but
Daniel stopped him.

“I wouldn’t even bother, sir. It won’t make
any more sense the second time around,” he warned him.
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Their departure from Midrest was uneventful,
although the patrons of The Bloody Jackal did watch them go safely
from behind their dirty windows. The reason for Thompson’s midnight
stroll around the barn last night was never answered and Kile
didn’t want to know. His reasons might have been benign, but
something inside told her they were less than honorable. In the
end, it didn’t matter. The cougars gained a bit more notoriety and
the story of the Wild Hunter gained another chapter.

The night in the Jackal seemed to have
improved the company’s disposition toward one another. For
starters, they were actually traveling together. The soldiers of
Durra squad were now riding alongside the Hunters. Only Kile was
left out. But this time it was of her own choosing. She’d been
isolated in the Tower the last three months. Now that she was out
and back in the wild, she realized, this was where she belonged.
After last night, she had come to the conclusion she could never go
back. She couldn’t live among the vir. In a way, Master Boraro was
right. She was more animal than human these days. Windfoil,
Coopervill, Riverport, they were only places, stops along some long
journey. Where that journey was taking her, she had no idea.

“Are you all right?” Daniel asked when he
came up alongside her. He had been watching her all morning, and at
first, it was kind of amusing, but as the day grew older, it was
starting to annoy her. She wasn’t sure what he expected her to do
if he expected her to do anything. Did he think she was going to
have one of her episodes or maybe try to attack the Alva again?
Every time she looked over at him, he was watching her. He always
looked away, but he wasn’t very subtle about it. The only other
reason she could think of for why he was watching her was what Grim
had suggested: Daniel was jealous. He knew about the first kiss
Roland surprised her with. During a conversation, she accidentally
let it slip. It didn’t seem to upset him at the time, but she was a
bit confused when it came to emotional responses and might have
missed the telltale signs. She was sure, if Daniel were a dog or a
cat, she might have picked up the cues more easily, but trying to
understand the vir was nearly impossible. Of course, if Grim was
correct and Daniel was jealous, it made things more awkward. Daniel
was her closest friend, and she never considered him anything
more.

“I’m fine,” she said as casually as she
could.

“Are you sure? You seem a little out of
it.”

“Just thinking.”

“Hey, Danny boy, you should hear this,”
Eafer called out, waving for him to join them. Daniel seemed torn,
which he often was when he was with Kile. He was sociable; she was
not. He wanted to fit in; she gave up on that a long time ago.

“Just go,” she told him.

“No, it’s—”

“Danny, it’s okay. I’m fine, really.”

“Well, if you’re sure.”

Before she could answer him, he was already
mingling with the group, laughing at what was probably an obscene
joke.

-You isolate yourself more every day,- Grim
commented as they plodded along behind the merry group of
adventurers.

“Look who’s talking. You go out of your way
to put as much distance between you and… well, everybody.”

-That may be, but mountain ponies are not
known to be sociable—vir are.-

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


It was nearing the end of the evening hour
when the company finally reached their destination. They were at
the southernmost point of the realm, where the world ended, or at
least it seemed that way to Kile. When they crested the hill, the
first thing she saw was the ocean. A vast blue body of water,
stretching all the way to the horizon and beyond. She had seen it
before, but only through the eyes of the birds who flew its
beaches. Now she was seeing it with her own eyes, and it surpassed
anything she could have imagined. It was both wonderful and
frightening. Her insane feral side wanted to know what lay beyond
those waters. The sane side of her wanted nothing more than to keep
her feet on dry land.

The small town of Salthaven was nestled
below them, at the very foot of the hill, stretching along the
rocky face. What set it apart from other towns were the long wooden
docks, reaching dangerously out into the ocean. It was as if they
were tempting fate, and if that wasn’t enough, the vir had gone and
built half the town on them. Stores, warehouses, and homes were
built upon these thin slabs of wooden real estate, with nothing
beneath them but the cold waters.

As the company got closer, Kile noticed, in
spite of the town’s size, it was fairly dead. There were hardly any
people in the streets and most of the buildings looked empty. She
had assumed, from all the talk, the town of Salthaven was a
bustling seaport, with all manner of ships anchored off the coast
either coming in with exotic cargo or heading out to places
unknown. What she saw were three ships moored at the docks.

Heaney led them through the streets to the
inn known as the Seagull’s Rest. It was quite a large establishment
and nearly dominated the western end of town. It was nothing like
the Jackal and reminded Kile of the Bird and Bay back in
Coopervill, what with its stone walls and tiled roof. The one
thing, she was glad to see was the inn was built on solid ground.
She wasn’t sure if she was ready to spend the night hovering over
the ocean with only a few planks of wood to keep her from getting
wet. Their horses were left at the Seagull’s livery, and Kile
begged Grim to behave himself before she followed the rest of the
group into the inn.

It was clean, well-staffed, and empty, so
there were more than enough rooms to accommodate everyone in the
company comfortably. Kile’s room was on the second floor, at the
front of the inn, where not only could she look down on the streets
of Salthaven but out across the ocean. She spent the rest of the
evening sitting beside her window, staring out at the water until
the night settled in, and when she could no longer see it, she
listened to it. The gentle sounds of the waves lulled her to
sleep.

The next morning when she awoke, she spent a
few extra minutes staring out at the ocean. She didn’t think it was
possible, but it looked even larger in the morning light. By
afternoon, they would be out there, on that ocean, sailing off to…
who knows where. Hopefully, the captain knew, because she surely
didn’t. As she watched the ships rock back and forth on the
incoming waves, she was starting to get nauseous. She had never
been on a boat before, let alone a ship. The closest body of water
to where she grew up was the mountain stream that ran down along
the bottom land, through the town of Riverport. It created a small
inlet, which most of the residents referred to as a lake. But
forget about sailing on it. A person could walk from the east bank
to the west bank without getting their hair wet.

“What do you think, Vesper? Take in some of
the sights before everything gets complicated?” she asked the
yarrow as he yawned himself awake.

-Food?- he said.

Kile laughed. “I think we should be able to
find something.”

She washed up, dressed, brushed the tangles
out of her hair, and was down on the streets before the first rays
of the sun came over the hill. With the gentle sound of the ocean,
the smell of salt in the air, it was an invigorating place, one she
could get used to. Who knows, maybe this was the place she was
looking for, a place where she could finally settle down. She
almost believed it until she came closer to the docks. The pleasant
smell of the sea air was replaced by the stench of dead fish. It
may not have been all that bad or even that noticeable for most
people, but with her sense of smell, it was downright nauseating.
Her trip to the water’s edge would have to wait. She turned back to
the center of town.

The marketplace was starting to wake up, and
there were already a few vendors hawking their wares. She visited
an elderly man, who stood beside an old wooden wagon filled with
fruits and vegetables. The produce wasn’t the freshest she had
seen, but it was still early in the year. Sorting through his
inventory, she selected a bunch of carrots and a couple of apples
before heading back to the livery.

“There you are,” Daniel called out as he
came walking down the street toward her with Private Eafer in tow.
“I knocked on your door for over half an hour until I found out you
weren’t in there. I thought maybe you had second thoughts and
headed home.”

“Don’t think I hadn’t considered it,” she
said, offering him one of the carrots. He politely declined.

“Why are you up so early?” he asked.

“Spoken like a true academic Hunter. The day
starts before noon, you know.”

“Yeah, well, that doesn’t mean you have to
get up before the sun.”

“I wanted to see the place before it got too
busy.”

Daniel quickly looked around and laughed. “I
don’t think this place ever gets busy.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that,
Danny,” Eafer said as he joined them. “This place will pick up once
the fishermen return. Salthaven is the only port west of Efferon.
Ships from all over will arrive in the coming months, loading up
with supplies and crew, before heading out to the Starlett
Sea.”

“What exactly is the Starlett Sea?” Kile
asked.

“It’s what the fishermen call the waters
from here to the Custodians,” Eafer answered.

“The Custodians. What are they?”

The soldier laughed. “You’re not from around
these parts, are you?”

“I am as far from these parts as you can
possibly get. I’m from Riverport, in the Shia Province.”

“The Custodians are a line of rock, rising
out of the ocean. The sailors say they keep watch over the west.
Only the bravest or craziest fishermen venture beyond the
Custodians.”

“Will we get to see them?” Daniel asked.

“Oh, we’ll see them, all right,” Eafer said,
and he didn’t look too pleased about it. “We’ll be passing right
the way through the Starlett Sea, to the far side. Farther west
than most of these men have ever traveled.”

“And that’s never been done?” Kile
asked.

“Oh, it’s been done,” Eafer said. “A few
ships have sailed past the Custodians, and fewer have returned. The
king sent a fleet of five to seek out a way to the island. Only
three came back.”

“But didn’t the Alva cross the Starlett
Sea?”

“That’s what they claim. Personally, I’m not
so sure. I don’t trust them.”

With everyone having their doubts about the
Alva, Kile wondered why they were going through with this
expedition in the first place.

“So, what is beyond the Custodians?” Daniel
asked.

“Well, if you truly want to know that, you
have to ask Captain Dotol. He’s been out there and back a few
times, but I warn you, many hands on the docks say he’s not wrapped
too tight.”

“Captain Dotol? I’ve heard that name
before,” Kile interjected. She vaguely remembered Roland speaking
to one of his advisers about a Captain Dotol, although she couldn’t
remember what was said about him.

“You should. He’s the one who’s taking us to
this island, if it even exists,” Eafer said, pointing down to the
docks. “That’s his ship there, the Charlotte—the tallest
mast on the right.”

Kile was surprised to see which boat Eafer
was pointing at. Although it was the largest of the three currently
docked, it was, in her opinion, too small to be sailing that far
away from land. She was hoping for one of the larger military
galleys, although none appeared available at the moment.

“Your Master Heaney and my Sergeant are
already down there, probably working out some of the last-minute
details. I was heading down there myself if you care to join
me.”

“Yeah, sure,” Daniel said quickly.

Kile was a little more reluctant. She was in
no hurry to get any closer to those ships, but she followed the two
men down to the docks anyway.

The closer they got, the more activity there
was. It wasn’t difficult to see where most of the people of
Salthaven were employed. Everything in the town center involved
taking care of ships, whether it meant loading them, unloading
them, or repairing them. There may have only been three ships
docked at that moment, but Salthaven was equipped with the space
and the resources to handle many more.

The first two ships were simply local
fishing vessels and had arrived that morning if the barrels of
fresh fish were any sign. Kile was forced to hold her breath when
she passed through the line of dockhands, who were unloading the
odorous cargo. They were taking it up the hill to the line of
warehouses that overlooked the docks. The smell was pungent, but it
didn’t seem to bother either Daniel or Eafer. It was times like
this, she envied their duller senses.

As she put the men, with their barrels of
fish, behind her, she took her first good look at the ship that
would carry them across the sea. It must have been sixty or seventy
feet long and appeared to be arced in the water, with the front end
nearly as high as the rear and the center remaining level with the
docks. Three large masts grew from the deck, and each had a single
branch strapped across it. One end of the branch rose higher than
the tops of the masts, while the other end was nearly touching the
deck. Sails were secured to these branches, waiting to be unfurled.
All this was held together with thick ropes tied to every place
imaginable, or so it would appear. Kile was already nervous about
the ship, and seeing it up close didn’t help.

“There she is,” Eafer said with a sweeping
gesture of his hand. “The Charlotte.”

“She’s quite a ship,” Daniel said.

Kile gave him a sideways glance. Daniel
didn’t know any more about ships than she did.

Eafer led them up the hill to where four men
stood, overseeing the ship’s preparations. Kile recognized Heaney,
Jasa, and Elmac, which meant the fourth vir was Captain Dotol. He
was a tall, lean man with a mess of unkempt silver hair and had a
wild stare about him as if he was in a constant state of surprise.
Yes, this man looked insane enough to set off on this expedition
with them.

“What do we have here?” he shouted upon
spotting them.

There was no reason to shout since the four
men were standing so close together, but it appeared this was the
captain’s normal volume.

“Captain, may I introduce ya to a few more
members of the company,” Heaney said, waving for them to come
closer. “This is Private Walter Eafer, and Hunters Leary and
Veller.”

“Oy, what’s this? Are you daft now, Heaney?
Ya said nothing about a lass on me ship.”

“Veller is a Certified Level Three Hunter
and was chosen personally for this expedition.”

The captain’s eyes moved slowly over Kile as
he examined every square inch of her. It was disconcerting.

He shook his head. “I don’t know, Heaney. A
lass on me ship, that’s an ill omen indeed.”

At this point, Kile was all too willing to
drop out of the expedition until she heard a familiar voice.

“That’s not what you said about me.”

Turning, she was surprised to see Erin
Silvia approaching from the far side of the pier. The dockhands
stopped their work to watch her pass. She had grace, and she had
beauty, but most were wise enough to know not to mess with the Lady
Hunter.

Although Kile knew Erin was in the area, she
hadn’t expected to see her. She was both grateful and optimistic
upon the Hunter’s appearance, and by the look on the captain’s
face, so was he.

“So, Madam Silvia, you coming along on this
fool’s voyage?” Dotol asked.

Erin shook her head. “Not this time, I’m
afraid.”

So much for optimism, but she was still
grateful.

“Master Heaney, it’s good to see you again.
Garret told me you would be down here seeing to the ship.”

“Just some last-minute preparations,” Heaney
said. “What news do ya have of the Uhyre?”

“Nothing,” she answered with a bit of
annoyance. “It’s been quiet all winter. No activity along the
front.”

“Does that mean the war’s over?” Daniel
asked.

“I wouldn’t go that far, not yet anyway,”
Erin said. “This is not the first time the Uhyre lulled us into a
false sense of security.”

“It could be the prelude to a large
offensive,” Jasa added. “They could be out there right now,
gathering their forces and biding their time.”

Erin shook her head. “I doubt that,
Sergeant. If there’s going to be an attack, it won’t be down
here.”

“One cannot be too careful when the Uhyre
are involved. They are tricky little devils.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Jasa,”
Elmac interjected. “The valrik have shown a serious lack of
strategic thinking. In fact—”

“Stick to your books and your Tower, mystic.
Leave the fighting to those who know how,” Jasa said firmly.

“I was only going to point out—”

“When I see a mystic on the front lines,
defending the realm, I’ll be more inclined to hear your theories.
Until then, I have better things to do.” Jasa turned his back on
Elmac before walking away.

“Well, this is turning out to be a pleasant
voyage,” the mystic said.

“You have to forgive the sergeant,” Eafer
said. “Durra squad suffered some major losses after the last
conflict, and the sergeant takes every loss personally.”

“It’s quite all right.”

“Well, if ya excuse me, lads, I have to see
to the Charlotte, if ya wishing to depart on the noontide,”
Dotol said with a quick nod to Heaney, before turning to Erin. “I
suppose a drink will have to wait.”

“On your return, Captain.”

“Aye, if the winds favor us.”

Dotol gave one last look at Kile. He
squinted his eyes and shook his head before heading to the
Charlotte. It didn’t improve Kile’s feelings toward the
expedition.

“Master Heaney, if I may speak with Hunter
Veller for a moment.”

“Of course, Erin,” Heaney said, stepping
aside. “Try not to take too long. As Dotol said, we are aiming for
the noontide.”

“So soon,” Kile mumbled, following Silvia
away from the others.

Erin laughed. “Don’t tell me the Wild Hunter
is nervous.”

“Oh, please. Not you too.”

“Don’t worry about it. It took me awhile to
get used to Lady Hunter.”

“At least your title sounds… royal, mine
sounds like I should be running around naked in the forest covered
in mud.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. I’ve heard great
things attached to that title. You should be proud of it.”

“I was, at first. Now it’s getting a little
ridiculous. It doesn’t help with Alex telling those stories of
his.”

Erin laughed again as she scratched Vesper’s
head. “Yeah, I watched a few of his tales when I was in Baxter’s
Bay last month.”

“What did you think?”

“He has an… interesting imagination,
especially when it comes to your appearance.”

“Don’t remind me. I have enough to worry
about.”

“Well, I wouldn’t worry about the
Charlotte. She’s a good ship with a good crew. If anyone can
get you past the Custodians and back, it’s Captain Dotol.”

“Actually, that’s not what I was worried
about.” Kile looked up and down the docks. “What do you know about
the Sons of Terrabin?”

“So, you’ve heard the news too,” Erin
said.

“It’s hard not to. I spoke with Sir Oblum a
few days ago, and what he had to say was not encouraging. He talked
about Guild members… disappearing.”

“I’ve been hearing that as well. I met with
Adams about two months ago. He told me Guild Master Parker was
shaking things up, and I’d better watch my back. At first, I
thought he was being paranoid. Now, I’m not so sure. No sooner does
he warn me, then I’m reassigned down here and he gets sent off to
the archives in Littenbeck.”

“So, you don’t think it was a coincidence?”
Kile asked.

“Hardly. As Guild Master Latherby once said,
there are no such things as coincidences.”

“Have you heard from him?”

“Who, Latherby? Nothing, I’m afraid. From
all accounts, he’s gone. But I wouldn’t worry too much about him.
If there’s one thing to be said about Master Latherby, he can take
care of himself. There is more to him than meets the eye. I’ve
never been able to put my finger on it, but he’s one person I
wouldn’t underestimate.”

“You think he’ll come back to reclaim the
Guild?” Kile asked.

“I don’t think so.” Erin shrugged as she
walked to the edge of the dock. She stopped and looked out over the
ocean. “The Guild has changed too much. The fact is, with Master
Parker running the show, I’m not even sure I want to stick around
anymore.”

“You’re thinking of leaving?”

“Better to leave, than be thrown out, or
worse. Who knows? I’ve done my time in the Guild, made quite a few
connections. It shouldn’t be too hard for someone like me to find a
steady job in the private sector. What about you? You quit once
already.”

“And made the mistake of coming back.”

“True, but it was for a worthy cause.”

“Was it?”

“Somebody must think so. You’ve been chosen
for this mission.”

“Yeah, I know. That’s something else that’s
been troubling me. Why me? There are hundreds, if not thousands of
more qualified Hunters who should be going on this expedition
instead of me. And why Daniel? He’s not exactly a field Hunter.
Sure, his Edge might come in handy, but I hate to say it, he seems
more of a liability than an asset.”

“Yes, I know what you mean.” Erin nodded. “I
traveled with Daniel when I was chasing you, and although he has
potential, he was never cut out for the field.”

“Wonderful, and I thought I was just being
paranoid.”

“No, something’s going on, but
unfortunately, like always, Hunters are on a need-to-know basis and
it would appear we don’t need to know.”

“So what? We simply play along?”

“For now, until there’s more
information.”

“By then it could be too late.”
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“You’ll keep an eye on Grim for me?” Kile
asked before she boarded the ship.

“Yes, as much as I can,” Erin said for what
must have been the third time, during their walk from the Seagull’s
Rest. “Don’t worry. He’ll be fine. They’ll take good care of
him.”

“I’m not so much worried about him as I am
the stables. At the last place I left him for an extended stay,
things didn’t fare too well.”

Erin laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep him
out of trouble.”

“I wish he could come along.”

“Oh, yeah, right. That would go over real
well. A mountain pony on a sea voyage.” Daniel laughed as he came
up behind her. “I can’t see the captain agreeing to that.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. He doesn’t
seem too fond of having me on board.”

“Dotol takes a bit of getting used to, but
he’s a good man and a good captain. You couldn’t be in safer
hands,” Erin assured her.

“I hope you’re right.” Kile looked over her
shoulder at the wild-eyed captain, who was barking out orders to
his men. He had the crew in a frenzy and she hoped they knew what
they were doing.

“Come on, Ki. We have to stow our gear down
below.”

“Get him,” she said, jerking a thumb in
Daniel’s direction. “He’s been on this boat less than an hour and
he’s already picked up the dialect.”

Daniel shook his head. “For starters, it’s a
ship, not a boat.”

“As long as it stays above the water, I
don’t care what it’s called,” Kile mumbled, following him across
the deck.

“I’ll see you guys when you get back,” Erin
called out. “First round’s on me.”

Kile waved good-bye to Erin when a feeling
of dread came over her. The paranoia in the back of her mind had
now moved to the front of her thoughts. This was going to be a
one-way trip, it tried to tell her. She’d already passed up one
opportunity to run away. Was she honestly going to pass up
another?

“Come one, Ki. What’s wrong? Getting cold
feet?” Daniel asked.

“What? No, I’m coming,” she said.

Now that she was standing on the main deck,
the ship seemed much smaller. There was hardly any place to walk.
Most of the space was occupied by two long boats, strapped to the
deck, and a large mast that rose from the center. On one end of the
ship, the end facing out to sea, there were two small doors, and
between them a ladder, which led up to a higher deck. On the other
end of the ship, the end closest to land, was another small door
with another ladder leading up to another deck. This was where
Captain Dotol stood while calling out orders to the men. Ropes of
every thicknesses imaginable ran this way and that. Up the masts
and down to the rails, crossing over one another in a confusing
pattern. It was as if she was trapped in a large web, and there was
no way out.

“This way to the doghouse,” Daniel called
out.

“They have dogs?” Kile asked excitedly as
she quickly looked around the ship. A dog would be a welcome sight.
At least she’d have someone to talk to.

Daniel looked at her as if she was crazy.
“No, why would there be dogs on a ship?”

“You said there was a doghouse.”

The Hunter shook his head and pointed to a
small wooden structure nestled between the longboats. “That’s the
doghouse,” he explained.

She should have known it was too good to be
true.

He pulled open the doors to the doghouse,
which revealed a flight of steps leading down to the bowels of the
ship.

“This way,” he said, descending out of
sight.

As Kile followed him, she couldn’t help but
feel that going down into the basement of a boat was not the best
way to travel. It made the Mystic Tower appear rational.

“This is the main hold of the ship.” Daniel
pointed out the different areas. “The workroom is over there and
that’s where they store the extra sails. Back there is where they
keep the wood for repairs.”

“Repairs? What are they repairing?” she
asked.

“You know, if something happens to the ship,
they have to repair it.”

“What’s going to happen to the ship?”

“Any number of things. We could run aground
or run into a storm. We could tear a sail or break a rudder.”

“Oh, okay, have a good trip.”

“Kile, get back here.”

“I’m not going out to sea on a faulty
ship.”

“Nobody said the ship was faulty. It’s a
good ship. You heard Erin.”

“Well, sure. I’d say it was a good ship too
if I were safely standing on the docks.”

“Come on. I’ll show you where we’re
sleeping,” Daniel said, and he descended yet another ladder.

“You’ve got be kidding. We’re going
deeper?”

“Yeah, we’re in the lower hold. It’s been
set up for us.”

“Is it dry?”

“It’s fine.” Daniel sighed before
disappearing. Kile reluctantly followed him.

The deeper she descended, the more uneasy
she felt. The wooden walls of the ship were starting to close in on
her. The only thing keeping the sea at bay were thin walls of wood
and tar. Daniel didn’t seem to mind as he led her toward the rear
of the ship, where Elmac was already settled in. The mystic was
stretched out on a cot, suspended from the ribs of the ship. There
were six in all, three on either side.

“Well, you finally got here,” he said,
looking up from his book. “It’s not the royal palace, but it will
have to do for the next few weeks.”

“Weeks?”

“You have to forgive her,” Daniel said,
climbing into one of the vacant cots. “She’s not much for
sailing.”

“Maybe you’re a bit claustrophobic,” Elmac
suggested.

“I’m not… claustrophobic. I… don’t like
small spaces.”

The mystic shrugged. “There’s that too.” He
returned to his book.

“Can’t we go upstairs?” Kile asked.

“That would be topside, and I’m afraid not,”
Daniel said. “The captain wants us down here until we’re out to
sea.”

“Why?”

“I guess he doesn’t want us getting in the
way.”

“So… we’re all going to stay down here in
this little room?”

“Perish the thought,” the mystic chortled.
“Sergeant Jasa, Heaney, Boraro, and that other chap, what was his
name?”

“Creech,” Daniel said.

“Yeah, that’s him. They decided to take one
of the forward rooms. The Alva have chosen to isolate themselves in
the other. Not the sociable types.”

Well, that was one good thing. She wouldn’t
have to put up with Master Boraro during the voyage.

Kile hung her pack on the provided hook and
opened her courier’s bag to let Vesper out. The yarrow was not too
keen on being cooped up in the bag for long periods of time.
Chattering under his breath, he climbed up Kile’s arm to take his
place on her shoulder.

-Damp,- the yarrow complained after he
sniffed around for a while.

“Yeah, well, we are underwater,” Kile
said.

-Food?-

“Don’t even think that, please.” The mere
thought of food made her nauseous.

“Don’t tell me you get seasick as well,”
Daniel said.

“How should I know? I’ve never been out to
sea,” she said, taking a seat on the crates.

Crossing her legs under her, she closed her
eyes and took a deep breath before falling into her Edge. She had
to center herself, calm herself down. The last thing she needed was
to go feral. There was no telling what would happen if that side of
her got loose. Slowly, she let her consciousness fill the ship.
There was little chance of confronting the Valgar on the
Charlotte, so she was able to lower her guard. The only
things she did find were a family of rats in the food storage and
the captain’s cat, who she would definably have to speak with when
she got the chance.

“Is she all right?” Eafer asked when he came
into the room.

“Oh, I think she’ll be fine,” Elmac
answered. “It would appear she doesn’t function well in small
places.”

“Or civilized ones,” Daniel added.

Kile ignored him. Sleeping in the basement
of the ship heading out to sea was not her idea of being
civilized.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


It was a good three hours before one of the
crew came down to the lower hold to tell them they were well
underway. Kile was all too eager to get topside. The meditation
helped, but she still needed to see the sky and breathe the fresh
air. The damp environment of the hold and the gentle rocking of the
ship were only making her more nauseous. Fortunately, she hadn’t
eaten anything before departure. Otherwise, it could have been an
even longer three hours.

She nearly ran the poor sailor over when he
didn’t get out of the way fast enough.

Taking the steps two at a time, she threw
open the doghouse doors and stumbled her way to the ship’s rail.
She was too busy looking down the side of the ship to admire the
view.

“Still not feeling any better?” Daniel asked
when he finally caught up to her.

“Does it show?”

“Here, let me help.”

He took her left hand in his and placed his
right hand on her shoulder. Closing his eyes, he fell into his
Edge. Even with the strong smell of the ocean, she was still able
to pick out the scent of his magic as it filled the area around
them. Silent blue tendrils of light, which only she could see,
slowly encircled her arm. As the light grew in intensity, the
queasiness in her stomach subsided.

When he was finished, he released her hand
and stumbled. He looked pale as he rubbed his eyes.

“You all right?” Kile asked.

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

“Yeah, but you look exhausted.”

“It’s only that—” He stopped and quickly
looked around the deck. Although there were about a dozen men on
the small section of wooden real estate, they weren’t taking any
notice of them. Daniel pulled Kile to one side. “Have you been
feeling anything different with your Edge?” he asked her.

She looked at him.

“Yeah, right, look who I’m asking.”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

“It’s probably nothing.” He shook his head.
“I think I’m a little overworked, that’s all.”

And there it was, Kile thought. The problems
with mystic energy Morgan was telling her about. She never thought
to ask Alex if he was having any problems, but it would appear
Daniel was.

“So, how do you feel?” he asked her.

“What? Oh, much better,” she answered. She
had almost forgotten her seasickness. Whatever Daniel did, despite
the failing arts, helped.

“Well, if you’re feeling better, I’m going
to go see what the cook’s got for supper. Do you want to come
along?”

“Let’s not tempt fate,” she said.

“Suit yourself.”

Letting him go, she turned back to the
ship’s rail. Although she was concerned about the troubles he was
having with his Edge, the problems were well beyond her. As far as
she understood, her Edge and his didn’t quite work the same. Her
Edge wasn’t even linked to the mystic arts, or at least that’s what
she came to understand. She thought of asking Elmac about it, but
mystics were pretty tight-lipped when it came to such things. They
believed the mystic arts were their own private domain and usually
didn’t take kindly to people questioning them.

Kile figured she had enough problems to
worry about and turned her attention to water instead. Somehow, the
sight of the ocean had a way of putting things into perspective,
and she couldn’t help but feel small and humbled. There was nothing
out there, just blue as far as she could see. It seemed as if the
water and the sky had become one and they were sailing toward the
clouds.

It wasn’t so bad, she thought, as long as
she could control her seasickness. Maybe, if she couldn’t cross the
desert, she could cross the sea. Surely there were places to
explore and animals to meet on the other side.

“She’s something, isn’t she?”

Kile turned to see Captain Dotol leaning on
the rail beside her. She’d been so mesmerized by the view of the
ocean, she hadn’t heard him approach.

“She’s a cruel, vicious woman,” he said with
a grin as he glanced in her direction. “She’ll pull ya under in a
heartbeat if ya don’t mind ya manners, but if ya kind to her and
heed her song, she can take ya places ya could only dream of.”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Kile
said. “It’s so… I don’t know.”

“Aye, ’tis hard to describe. I’ve been
sailing these waters most of me life, and I still can’t put into
words the emptiness and the wonder of the sea.”

“I think you just did.”

“No, you have to know her song to know
her.”

“Her song? She has a song?”

If the sea was singing, Kile couldn’t hear
it.

“Everything has a song. The land, the sea,
the birds. Once ya learn their songs, you’ll truly understand.”

“So, do you know her… song?”

“Not all of it, not yet anyway. A few words,
a melody here, a tune there, but I have yet to hear the whole
song.”

“How long have you been sailing?”

The old man laughed. “Longer than most. Not
as long as some. I was a wet-nosed little kid when I first set
sail. I couldn’t have seen more than twelve summers. Started as a
cabin boy on the Lusian, worked me way up to second mate
under old Olsen until we hit a reef up at Mire’s Coast. After which
I jumped from ship to ship. I was a boatswain on the
Cortella where I first met Gundersen. He was captain of the
Charlotte at the time and took me on as his
quartermaster.”

“So… what happened to him?”

Dotol sighed and shook his head. “He did not
heed the song.”

“I don’t think I understand.”

“We were going through the maelstrom and he
got careless. Never saw the yardarm give way.”

“The maelstrom?”

“Aye, far off, beyond the Custodians, ya be
seeing the maelstrom yourself, before this journey is through.”

Somehow, that wasn’t too comforting.

The captain pushed himself away from the
rail. “Don’t be staring too long at the sea. I’ve seen it drive
more than one landlubber into madness.”

That, she could believe.

Kile decided to heed his warning. Turning
away from the rail, she headed off to find Daniel. The search
didn’t take too long since there weren’t too many places he could
go. She found him, along with Eafer, Awald, and a few other sailors
in what appeared to be the dining hall. It was a small room, about
twenty foot square, with a single large table running the
length.

“Hey, Kile. You get hungry after all?”
Daniel called out from the far side of the table. He had a large
bowl of something in front of him, and by the way he was digging
into it, one would think he hadn’t eaten in weeks. “Come on, you
gotta try this.”

“What is it?” she asked when she sat down
beside him.

“You know, I’m not quite sure, but it’s not
half bad.”

It always amazed her how some people could
eat something and not know what it was. It had to be a guy thing,
she thought, as she watched him shovel the food in his mouth. All
she could make out was that it was some kind of stew, with chunks
of meat and vegetables, all in a light gravy.

“I think I’ll pass,” she said.

“You’re not still feeling sick, are
you?”

“No… I’m fine.” She turned away from him.
His table manners were atrocious.

“Is there something wrong with my
cooking?”

The voice came from above her. Kile leaned
back while looking up. Standing over her was a dark-skinned giant.
The man was enormous and quite intimidating. He crossed his thick
arms over his chest and stared down at her. He was bald, had a gold
hoop dangling from one ear, and a long thin beard, which was
braided.

“You got a problem with my cooking?” he
asked again in a deep, rumbling voice.

“Ah… no… no problem here,” Kile
squeaked.

“Then why aren’t you eating?”

This was when things usually got tricky.

“Well… you see… it’s only that… I’m a
vegetarian.”

The last part of her reply came out so
softly, she wasn’t even sure she said it, and she may have only
mouthed the words.

The cook’s eyes narrowed, and being they
were small to begin with, almost disappeared.

“Follow me.”

It was one of those commands you obeyed
without questioning.

Kile slowly rose from her seat and looked to
Daniel for support, but her friend diverted his eyes and
concentrated on the bowl in front of him, which was now empty. She
would gain no help there.

The cook waved her into the kitchen. It
wasn’t much larger than the dining room and seemed even smaller
when he joined her. She was sure the man could easily reach any
place in the room without having to move from the center of the
floor.

Kile found herself squeezed up beside one of
the cabinets.

“Vegetarian?” he said in a voice that didn’t
sound approving. Slowly nodding, he turned his back to her. She
couldn’t see what he was doing, but when he turned around he was
holding a small clay bowl in one hand and a spoon in the other. He
held them both out to her. She reluctantly accepted them.

“What is it?” she asked nervously.

“Try it.”

Again, it was one of those commands.

Taking the spoon, she started pushing the
contents of the bowl around but found no sign of meat, only thick
leafy greens. The smell was quite pleasant too and seemed to have
rejuvenated her appetite. She dipped the spoon into the broth and
tasted it. It had a strong, unique flavor, one that was hard to
describe.

“This is very good,” she said, taking
another mouthful.

The giant smiled. “Goomjok,” he said.

Kile paused between mouthfuls. She wasn’t
sure how to respond. Was he trying to introduce himself, or tell
her what she was eating? She had a fifty-fifty chance. She pointed
to the bowl.

“Goomjok?” she asked.

The giant laughed. “I am glad you enjoy it.
It is quite common in Obraia, but you are the first Aruvian I’ve
met who actually likes it.”

And now for the dreaded questions she knew
she shouldn’t ask.

“What is it?”

“Seaweed,” he said with a mischievous
grin.

Kile shrugged and continued eating. She
figured by the way he said seaweed and the look on his face, it was
something usually shunned by Aruvians, but she couldn’t figure out
why. It was yet another form of leafy vegetation, like lettuce or
cabbage. She finished the bowl and handed it back to the cook, who
smiled.

“Are you sure you’re not from Balaa?” he
asked.

“I’m afraid not. I’m from the Shia Province.
My name is Kile, Kile Veller, by the way.”

“I know. I am Lothran of Obraia.”

He ladled her out another bowl and one for
himself.

“So, what are you doing out here?”

“I wish I knew,” she answered. “At the
moment, I’m along for the ride.”

The cook frowned and shook his head.
“Shenataesi is not a place to take lightly.”

Kile stopped eating and stared at the giant.
“You know Shenataesi?”

“I have heard stories, bad stories about the
island. They say it is evil, that it is cursed, and that only
madness lives there now.”

“Wonderful. My first sea voyage and I’m
heading to the cursed island of madness. I knew I should have made
a break for it when I had the chance.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

“I wish I knew. For some unexplainable
reason, I feel I have to go there. Who knows, maybe I’ll find some
answers.”

“With the gods’ blessings, may that be all
you find.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


After a hearty meal of seaweed soup and a
long talk with Lothran, Kile sought out a quiet place on the bow of
the ship where she could not only watch the sea but the sailors as
well. She had to admit, life on a ship was confusing. She had no
idea what anyone was doing or if they were actually doing anything.
Sometimes the sailors stood around, staring out at the water, other
times they were running around, pulling on ropes that didn’t seem
to go anywhere. At least they were making good time, or at least
they were moving.

It wasn’t only the sailors she was watching.
Heaney, Boraro, and Creech decided to come up for some fresh air.
The three men isolated themselves alongside one of the longboats
and were engaged in a heated discussion. Even though Kile wasn’t
that far away, with the wind blowing across the bow she couldn’t
make out what they were saying. All she knew was Master Heaney
didn’t agree with either Master Boraro or Master Creech, but she
had no idea what he didn’t agree with. At one point, Creech even
got into Heaney’s face and had to be held back by Boraro. Imagine
Master Boraro being the voice of reason.

Through waving hands, Kile couldn’t help but
notice the ring on each man’s finger. It was a simple green
gemstone set in a silver band. When Kile graduated the Academy, she
was also given one of those rings. It was the mark of the Hunter, a
way for them to recognize one another. Unfortunately, Kile had lost
hers two years ago when she was captured by the valrik. Although
she couldn’t prove it, she would swear the gemstone on each of the
men’s rings was of a different shade of green. They were darker.
The last time she had seen gems of that shade were on the hands of
the Hunters who tried to arrest her, and they were connected to the
Sons of Terrabin. Was she imagining it, or were the Sons also using
the rings to recognize one another? And if that was the case, did
it mean Heaney was also a follower of Terrabin?

“So, what are you and Vesper doing up here
on the forecastle?” Daniel asked as he climbed up the ladder to
join them. He flopped down alongside her and scratched the yarrow’s
head.

“The what?” she asked.

“The forecastle. This is the forecastle
deck,” he explained.

Kile sighed. There he goes again, she
thought. Throwing around nautical terms to impress her. She was
sure he was making most of them up.

“And I assume that’s the aftcastle deck,”
she said, pointing to the far side of the ship where the driver was
standing.

“No.” Daniel laughed. “That’s the poop
deck.”

Kile turned and looked at him. “Yeah, right,
now I know you’re lying.”

“No, I’m serious.”

“Please, you don’t know anything about
ships. You’re making it all up.”

“No, I swear, I’m telling you the truth. Ask
any of the sailors if you don’t believe me, or better yet, ask
Captain Dotol.”

“Oh, you would like that, wouldn’t you? You
simply want to see me make a fool of myself.”

“Fine, don’t believe me.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to,” she said
and started to turn away from him before stopping. “Do you still
have your ring?” she asked.

“My what?”

“Your ring, your graduation ring.”

“Yeah, of course I do.”

“Let me see it.”

“Why, it’s the same as yours.”

“I lost mine when I was taken into the
wastelands by the valrik. Don’t you remember? They tried to use it
to frame me.”

“You didn’t get it back.”

“Would I be asking you if I did? Let me see
your ring.”

Daniel sighed and held out his hand. Kile
examined the stone, turning it this way and that, trying to catch
the light despite Daniel’s protests. No matter which way she turned
it, it was the same shade of green as Heaney’s, which meant she had
imagined it after all. With a disapproving look, she dropped his
hand.

“What’s the matter?” Daniel asked.

“Nothing.”

She was sure their rings were darker, but if
they were, so was Daniel’s, which would make Daniel one of the
Sons, and since he wasn’t, she must have imagined the whole thing.
Was she making more of it than it actually was? If only she hadn’t
lost hers, she would know for certain. Kile looked down at the ring
on her finger. It once belonged to the king. She’d tried returning
it to Roland on two separate occasions and both times he refused
it. She only hoped it being on her finger wasn’t putting ideas in
his head. Was she making more of that than it actually was?

Kile turned forward, letting the wind blow
in her face. The cold air set her mind at ease. It wasn’t the same
as flying, but it was as close as she was going to get.

“Well, I’m going down below.” Daniel got to
his feet. “You coming?”

“I’ll be along in a moment,” she said. The
last thing she wanted was to go downstairs, where the ship smelled
of moldy wood and the gentle rocking only reminded her how much she
hated sailing.
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Kile didn’t exactly sleep at night. It was
more like having brief naps broken up by long periods of staring at
the ceiling. It seemed as though every time she closed her eyes,
the ship would unexpectedly lurch or sway or make some other
movement that woke her up. If that wasn’t bad enough, the walls of
their sleeping quarters, otherwise known as the hull of the ship,
wouldn’t stop moaning. It was a constant reminder that a thin wall
of wood was holding back the whole sea. During the day, while
sitting on the deck, feeling the wind blowing through her hair and
watching the seagulls play, she thought only about seeing the world
and sailing to exotic locations. At night, it was quite a different
story. Sleeping in the cold, damp bowels of the ship, waiting for
the dawn, the only thing she could think about was getting as far
away from the ocean as possible. How she longed for dry land.

Apart from the not being able to sleep and
the bouts of seasickness, the worst part of sailing was the
complete lack of privacy. She thought being the only female cadet
at the Academy was bad. At least there, the cadets were spread out
over a large campus and she had her own cell to retreat to. On the
Charlotte, she was cooped up with thirty men on a sixty-foot
boat. Fortunately, Captain Dotol took pity on her and allowed her
the use of his private facilities. Still, she had to share a room
with five men, and even though she knew and trusted them, it was
still a little uncomfortable.

Kile lay back in her hammock, which was also
something that took a little getting used to, and closed her eyes.
By her calculations, dawn couldn’t be that far off. One more short
nap, she thought, that’s all. One more short nap and she will have
made it through another night. That was until someone started
shaking her.

“Come on, get up,” Daniel shouted.

“Are you kidding? I was just falling
asleep.” She rubbed her eyes. Somehow the room looked a little
brighter. Did she actually make it through another night?

“Come on, you gotta see this,” Daniel said
and ran out of the room.

Kile yawned, stretched, and fell out of bed.
Hammocks, she thought. They were definitely going on the list of
things she hated, right under magic, sailing, and Master
Boraro.

“Come on, Vesper.” She picked herself up off
the floor. “Let’s go see what’s so important.”

The yarrow quickly climbed into the
courier’s bag before Kile grabbed it from the hook on her way to
the door. By the time she reached the deck, the sailors were in
full panic mode. Captain Dotol was barking out orders from his
place on the aft deck, while members of the company were
preoccupied with something out at sea.

“Are we there already?” she asked when she
approached the rail. Surely the voyage was going to take longer
than two days, but who was she to complain.

“Hardly,” Eafer answered. He pointed to the
west. “We’re about to pass through the Custodians.”

Kile looked in the direction the soldier was
pointing, and what she saw was unbelievable. Large rocks, like
fingers, rose out of the ocean. They stretched across the horizon
as far as she could see, evenly spaced, just wide enough for the
ships to pass between. Each Custodian was about twenty feet in
diameter and over eighty feet high. Rising vertically out of the
water they towered over the Charlotte. Not even the mainmast
escaped the shadows of the stone monoliths. Everyone held their
breaths while the ship maneuvered through the narrow opening. They
were now beyond the Starlett Sea

“They’re incredible,” Kile remarked. “Where
did they come from?”

“Nobody knows,” Eafer said. “For the longest
time, they marked the outer edge. No sailor would cross them. They
used to believe they were put in place to keep the sea monsters
out.”

“Sea monsters? Are there truly sea monsters
beyond the Starlett Sea?” Kile asked.

“Not to my knowledge,” Awald said. “My
family has been sailing these waters for several generations, and
so far, none have been eaten by a sea monster.”

“Ya shouldn’t be joking about such things,”
Captain Dotol said as he crossed the deck toward them. “The sea has
many a mystery she has yet to reveal. There are many notes to the
song she has yet to sing.”

“Let us hope the song she sings during our
voyage is a pleasant one,” Heaney added.

“Aye, may it be. I think we could all do
with a quiet song from here on out,” Dotol said. “May the Custodian
watch over our voyage and welcome us home soon.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Eafer added.

“Nonsense,” Boraro scoffed. “Singing water,
sea monsters, Custodians. Personally, I think it’s all a load of
crap.”

“Then what is ya reason for the presence of
the Custodians, Master Boraro?” Dotol asked.

Stepping back from the rail, Boraro turned
to face the captain. “They serve no reason than to scare
weak-minded sailors and should be torn down.”

“I’m afraid I don’t quite agree with you,
sir,” Elmac interjected. “The reason for the Custodians has yet to
be discovered. To have them, as you would say, torn down, without
knowing their true worth or purpose would be a great disservice. We
should, at least, understand their role first.”

“They are nothing more than an obstacle that
should be overcome, not worshiped.”

“And how would you go about tearing
something such as the Custodians down?” Elmac asked.

“Send a bunch of mystics to do it,” Boraro
said. “At least you’ll be doing something worthwhile, instead of
hiding in your Tower.”

“I assure you, Master Boraro, we mystics do
not hide in our Tower. The research we do benefits everyone.
Besides, the mystics of the Tower are not in the habit of
destroying historical monuments.”

Boraro gave one of his harrumphs before
turning his back on Elmac. “Fine, maybe the Hunters should take
care of it,” he added before descending back down into the hold of
the ship.

Elmac sighed and shook his head. Clearly the
mystic had no patience for the Hunter.

“Well, that was entertaining,” Daniel said.
“Come on, Ki, let’s go get some breakfast.”

“You go,” Kile said. Food was something she
didn’t want to think about at the moment. “I’m going to hang around
here for a while.”

“Suit yourself.” Daniel pushed himself away
from the rails and kept going.

The other members of the company headed off
to wherever they were heading off to. Only Elmac remained.

“Do you really think the Custodians were put
there for a reason?” she asked the mystic.

“Who’s to say?” He shrugged. “We don’t know
anything about them. They could have been created for a purpose, or
they could simply be a natural rock formation.”

“Are there any mystics actually studying
them?”

“To tell you the truth, I don’t think so. At
the moment, the mystics have enough to worry about.”

“You mean the failing magic.”

Elmac looked at her curiously. “What do you
know about the magic?”

“Only what Morgan told me,” she answered.
“He said the magic isn’t working the way it’s supposed to. Is that
what the mystics are looking into?”

“Some are… I suppose,” Elmac stammered.
“There are many different… studies, going on at the Tower. It would
make sense that a few might be directed toward the problem of the
disturbances in the mystic fields, but I wouldn’t worry about it
too much.”

“Is that why you’re here? Do you think this
expedition might have something to do with the failing magic?”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“The return of the Alva, the appearance of
the Valgar, the disturbance in the natural realm, the failing
magic, this… this Heart of Nilak, these can’t be all
coincidences.”

“I fear you might be looking into this more
than you should, Kile.” Elmac turned away from her and started
toward the doghouse. “I don’t think there are any connections
between any of these,” he said, descending the stairs, but Kile
knew he didn’t believe it any more than she did.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Kile stayed on deck most of the afternoon,
either staring out at the sea or up at the clouds—either way, the
scenery didn’t change much. She thought about going back to the
hold, back to the damp little room in the ship’s basement, but
couldn’t bring herself to do it. When the night watch came on, she
would have to return to her quarters. Until then, she planned to
spend as much time on deck as possible.

She tried to help out when she could but she
knew absolutely nothing about the sailing life. The only job that
didn’t seem to require any real skill was mopping the decks, and
that wasn’t something she wanted to do for the rest of the voyage.
Daniel, on the other hand, didn’t have any problem finding things
to occupy his time. If he wasn’t helping the sailors splice the
lines or mend the sails, he was purifying the water or playing
games of chance in the dining room with Jasa, Eafer, and Awald.

Heaney was usually with Captain Dotol,
whether they were on the aft deck, steering the ship, or in the
captain’s quarters, plotting out their course. Boraro and Creech
remained below deck most of the time, which was another reason Kile
didn’t want to go down there too often. Elmac spent his time
reading through the countless volumes of books he had somehow
packed away. As for Galan and Darfin, they kept themselves hidden
from sight and didn’t even join the company when they dined in the
evenings. At one point, Kile wondered if they had even boarded the
ship when they left port.

Flopping down on a coil of rope, she leaned
back against one of the barrels and watched the water go by. She
wondered, did people actually sail for pleasure?

-Greetings, child.-

Glancing up, she saw an orange tabby cat
looking down at her.

“Oh, hello.”

-You do not seem to be enjoying the voyage,-
the cat purred.

“No, I’m afraid this isn’t really my thing,”
she said. Sitting up, she turned and faced the feline. “My name is
Kile, Kile Veller. What’s yours?”

-They call me Custard-

“Custard? That’s an interesting name for a
cat. Do you have any other names?”

-No. I’ve always been called Custard ever
since I was a kitten, and that was some years ago,- Custard said,
and in his words, Kile saw the old cat as a kitten, sitting in the
captain’s lap. The two had been together for some time.

“Well, no matter. Custard is a nice name.
Have you sailed with the captain long?”

-More years than I can remember.-

“So, you know everything about this ship,
don’t you?”

-I’ve been on this ship longer than some of
these vir have.-

“That deck over there, where the captain is
standing. What do they call it?”

-The vir call it the poop deck-

“I was afraid of that. I thought he was
making it up.”

-I’m sorry?-

“A friend of mine… oh, never mind. It
doesn’t matter.” Kile waved it off. “So, you know the vir word for
just about everything on this ship, don’t you?”

-I suppose I do. I hadn’t given it much
thought.-

“Well, maybe you can help me out. If you’re
not busy that is.”

-There’s not much for me to do once we leave
port other than being a good luck charm for the vir, and of course,
keeping the rats in line,- Custard said, and Kile could tell he
didn’t like that part of his job.

“Then maybe we can help each other,” she
suggested.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


-I’ve seen one-handed sailors, tie better
knots than you.- Custard laughed.

“Come on, I got it now,” Kile said, pulling
the knot tight. Unfortunately, the knot disappeared and she wound
up with the same straight bit of rope she started with. The cat
only laughed harder.

-Maybe you should stick to untying knots.
You seem to have a fair knack for that.-

“No, I did it right that time, I know I
did.” She tied the knot again, but it still fell apart in her
hands. “Okay, what am I doing wrong?” she asked, finally admitting
defeat.

Custard stretched out on the table and
sighed. -It’s simple. The rabbit comes out of the hole, goes around
behind the tree, and jumps back into the hole.-

“Yeah, but my rabbit keeps taking the hole
with him.”

-That’s because you keep looping your hole
in front of the tree and not behind. Try it again.-

“Is this one all that important?”

The cat suddenly sat up. -Important! If you
can’t tie a bowline knot, you might as well forget the others. No
sailor will ever take you seriously.-

“All right, all right, show me again…
please.” Kile closed her eyes.

The cat stretched out again, getting
comfortable while repeating the rabbit mantra. In his words, Kile
saw the deft hands tie the knot with ease. She wasn’t sure whose
hands they were, but they clearly knew what they were doing.
Following the motion of the phantom appendages, she tried the knot
again. When she pulled the ends, it formed a lopsided loop.

“I did it.”

-Well, you’re on the right track. Try it
again, and this time pull the rabbit’s ears as well as the tree.
Then we’ll try the double bowline.-

“Wonderful,” she mumbled, untying the
knot.

“Hey, I found you.”

Kile looked up to see Daniel climbing
through the workshop door.

“Congratulations. I didn’t know I was lost,”
she remarked.

“Well… I’ve been looking for you all
morning.”

“Danny, it’s a sixty-five-foot boat. It
doesn’t really take a Hunter to find someone on it.”

“Yeah, I know, but—”

“What, did you think I jumped ship or
something?”

“It did cross my mind.” Daniel pulled up one
of the crates and sat down. “Where have you been anyhow?”

“If you must know, I spent the morning in
the lower hold negotiating with the rats. They’ve agreed to be more
selective while hunting for food and they are as eager to get off
this ship as I am. I dined with Lothran, before the first meal
shift, and since then I have been here, learning how to tie knots
because I’m bored out of my skull.”

“Well, I was invited to a game this evening
if you want to come along.”

“Somehow, I don’t think so.”

“Why? You’d be more than welcome.”

“Games of chance are not my specialty. I
like to hold on to what little coin I have.”

“Suit yourself, but that’s not why I was
looking for you. Heaney’s having a meeting in the captain’s
quarters in about an hour.”

“What for?”

“Don’t know. He wants everyone there.”

“Well, anyway, it’s about time. It’s been
four days since we passed the Custodians, and we still don’t know
where we’re going.”

Daniel laughed. “I think they know exactly
where they’re going, but they’re not telling us.”

“You’re probably right,” Kile said. “It’s
only that—” but before she could say what it was, Vesper jumped
down from her shoulder and started running around the table. He
seemed nervous and was looking for a place to hide. “What’s the
matter, Vesper?”

He didn’t answer and disappeared into the
courier’s bag that lay open on the floor. Kile was about to check
on him when Custard sat up and turned toward the ship’s bow. The
cat started acting as strange as the yarrow.

“What’s going on here?” Daniel asked
nervously.

Kile closed her eyes and fell into her Edge.
Her first thought was that somehow the shadows found their way onto
the ship, but it wasn’t the shadows, nor was it the Maligar; it was
something more physical. It took her awhile, but even she felt it.
A palatable sense of dread had descended on the
Charlotte.

“Come on.” Kile grabbed the courier’s bag
and headed for the stairs.

“What’s going on?” Daniel asked.

“Our voyage is about to get a lot more
exciting,” she said.

When she reached the main deck, she expected
to see the crew in a panic, but instead, the sailors were casually
going about their duties. Climbing up to the foredeck, she looked
toward the horizon, but as far as she could see, there was only
water. The skies were a little cloudy in the north, but nothing out
of the ordinary. Did she imagine it?

Closing her eyes again, she fell into her
Edge, although this time she let the feral side of her rise
dangerously to the top. With her senses turned up, she could smell
the change in the wind. There was a storm on the horizon, and they
were heading toward it. Kile climbed down to the main deck and made
her way to the captain’s quarters.

“Kile, what’s going on?” Daniel asked when
he caught up to her.

“I’m not sure yet,” she answered.

Knocking on the captain’s door, she was
greeted by Heaney.

“Veller, Leary, ya a little early,” he said,
stepping aside.

It was the first time Kile had seen the
captain’s quarters. It was a spacious, well-decorated room, but
that was expected. She had seen the captain’s lavatory, and that
was quite ornate in its own right. The room was rustic, with
charts, maps, and pictures hanging from every wall, except for the
rear one, which was actually a large window that provided the
perfect view of where they came from. In the center of the room was
a massive oak desk covered with even more maps and small, strange
devices Kile couldn’t begin to describe. She had once seen Dotol
holding one of these devices up to his eye while looking in the
sky. What he was looking for, and what the device did to help him
find it, she didn’t know.

Master Boraro looked up from the chart he
and the captain were studying when Kile entered. He rolled his eyes
and gave her a disgusted look. Creech was sitting against the far
wall, hiding in the shadows, while Jasa paced the floor, but what
surprised her the most was the presence of the Alva. While Galan
acknowledged Kile’s arrival, Darfin was more interested with the
view out the window.

“What’s wrong?” Heaney asked.

The Hunter’s question brought her back to
reality. She hadn’t expected to address a full audience.

“You do realize… we’re heading into a
storm?” she asked meekly.

Boraro gave one of his harrumphs and shook
his head. “Why did we bring her along, again?” he asked no one in
particular.

“Everyone has their part to play. Ya know
that as well as I, Master Boraro,” Heaney remarked. Something
passed between the two Hunters that made Kile feel a little
uneasy.

“What makes you think we’re heading into a
storm?” Jasa asked.

“Don’t indulge her, Sergeant,” Boraro said,
returning to the maps. “We’re not heading into a storm. If we were,
I would know.”

“Then you sense nothing?” Heaney asked.

“Nothing. She’s overreacting.” Boraro
grimaced. “She probably felt a strong breeze and panicked. You know
how girls are.”

Captain Dotol stepped forward and cleared
his throat. “On the contrary, Master Boraro, she is quite right. We
have reached the outer edge of the stormwall.”

“The stormwall?”

“Aye, Jasa. If these maps are right, we must
find a way through, before our journey’s end.”

“You knew about this Heaney?” Jasa
asked.

Heaney slowly nodded. “Aye, I knew.”

“When were you going to tell us?”

“When I thought it was necessary.”

“Did you now?”

Heaney held his hand up to calm the old
soldier. “Ships have passed through the maelstrom before.”

“How many times before?”

“A few,” Dotol replied, although he didn’t
sound too confident in his answer.

“And how many times have you done it?” Jasa
asked.

The captain hesitated while sharing a look
with Heaney.

“Wonderful.” Jasa threw his arms up. “I
don’t believe this. You’re actually planning on sailing directly
into a storm.”

The Hunter stepped forward and tried to calm
the old soldier down again, but before he could say anything, the
door behind him opened.

“It would seem you started without me,
Master Heaney,” Elmac remarked from the doorway.

Eafer and Awald stood behind the mystic,
their arms filled with even more books and charts.

“Not by choice, I assure you, Mystic Elmac,”
Heaney said, stepping aside to let them in. The two soldiers
quickly dropped their burden on the captain’s large oak desk, much
to Dotol’s visible displeasure.

“The plan was revealed slightly ahead of
schedule, I’m afraid,” Heaney added, nodding to Kile.

“Yes, I thought something like this might
happen,” the mystic said. “Not that I mind. It was going to come
out sooner or later.”

“So, it’s true, you’re planning on sailing
the Charlotte directly into a storm?” Eafer asked.

“Oh no… well… not exactly,” Elmac said. “You
see, the stormwall isn’t actually a storm.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s a whole line of storms.”

“I’m sorry,” Jasa interrupted. The old man
pinched the bridge of his nose as he shook his head. Clearly the
discussion was giving him a headache. “How is that any better?”

“Well, you see, we’re not going to head
directly into the heart of a storm,” Elmac slowly explained. “We’re
going to try to sail… between them.”

“Between storms?”

“Yeah, you know, like we did with the
Custodians.”

Boraro looked up at the mystic “Are you
mad?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Elmac said. “Look,
I know you’re all concerned, but if we are to reclaim this Heart of
Nilak, we must pass through the stormwall. If the compass is
correct, it’s the quickest way to reach it.”

Galan quickly stepped forward. “The compass
is correct.” He said with a little more force than he probably
intended. He looked at Darfin and calmed himself down before
continuing. “As are the maps. They had better be, for the lives
they cost.”

Jasa looked over at the Alva. “Lives?” he
asked.

“This is not the first expedition that set
out to retrieve the Heart. My people have tried on five separate
occasions to pass through the stormwall.”

“And you succeeded,” Elmac quickly added,
“Or, I should say, you succeeded in at least getting through since
the Heart is still on the other side… but that’s how we know it’s
possible. These maps show the course they took through the
wall.”

“If you had all this success passing back
and forth through the stormwall, why do you need our help,
elf?” Boraro asked.

Darfin turned from the window and glared at
the Hunter, but Galan motioned for his companion to stay calm. “I
did not say every trip was successful, vir,” the Alva said,
making a point to stress the last word of his statement.

“So how many times have you successfully
passed through the wall?” Jasa asked.

Galan hesitated. “We haven’t.” he
reluctantly answered.

“What are you saying, Alva? That you failed
five times?”

“I am embarrassed to admit that it is
true.”

“So, where did the maps come from?”

“Birds,” Galan said as if the answer was
obvious.

Kile looked up at the Alva. “Birds?” she
echoed.

“Yes, every Alverian ship that set sail
carried with them messenger birds. Every twenty minutes or so, they
would release a bird with the ship’s estimated position. This way
the observation vessel could track their progress through the
storm.”

“That’s insane,” Boraro blurted out from the
far side of the room, and for once in her life, Kile agreed with
him. “How do you get an exact position from inside a storm? It
can’t be done. What you have there is a best guess and nothing
more.”

“We realize the maps aren’t accurate,”
Heaney added. “But they’re not the only thing we’re relying
on.”

Elmac stepped forward and removed a small
black box from the top of a stack of books, the same box Kile saw
him with back at the palace.

“The Alva have been gracious enough to
present the king with this,” he said, opening the box. Whatever was
inside was glowing green.

“What is it?” Jasa asked, beating Kile to
the question.

Reaching into the box, Elmac removed a
strange wooden device. “This is a compass,” the mystic said.

“It doesn’t look like any compass I’ve ever
seen.”

“Nor that it should, Master Jasa. This is a
unique compass because it doesn’t point north.”

“Then what good is it?”

“It points to the Heart of Nilak,” Galan
explained. “This will lead us through the stormwall and to the
island on the other side.”

“You’re putting a lot of hope in a trinket,”
Boraro remarked.

“We have to. Without it, we’ll never be able
to pinpoint the exact location of the artifact,” Elmac said.

Kile had seen the compass only once before
when it was presented to the king during the ceremony at Windfoil.
Now, seeing it up close, she still didn’t know what it was. How
could a glowing green piece of wood direct them to the
artifact?

“I can’t believe you’re in on this, Heaney,”
Boraro complained. “I thought you were a little more sensible.”

Heaney sighed. “Look,” he held up his hands
to silence the room. “We were given an assignment, and that
assignment is to bring back the Heart of Nilak for the good of the
crown as well as the Alverian race. Therefore, we must risk the
stormwall to reach the island where the Heart is being kept.”

Boraro pointed at the desk. “With those maps
and that compass?”

This time, Elmac stepped forward. “Not
entirely, Master Boraro. The Alva have come to us because we have
something they do not have.”

“And what’s that? Stupidity in mass numbers?
Oh no, wait, they sailed five ships into the storm to have birds
map it.”

“Garret, please.”

“Heaney…”

“Just listen.”

Boraro flopped down into the chair beside
Creech, who at this point had said nothing. The shifty Hunter
looked over at his companion and grinned. Heaney motioned for Galan
to continue.

“Thank you, Master Heaney,” the Alva said
before addressing the group. “It is true, we believed, in our
ignorance, that we could retrieve the Heart of Nilak ourselves.
Sadly, we were wrong. The maps have proven less than accurate, as
Master Boraro has pointed out. Although we believe one of our ships
made it through the stormwall, we have heard nothing from them in
over a year. This is why the Alva council has decided to seek the
aid of the vir. You have among you skills that we as a people no
longer possess. This is why we need your help. It is quite possible
this may be the last great effort of the Alva to regain that which
we have lost or fade from this world forever.”

Boraro laughed. “And this is our
problem?”

Heaney was about to caution the Hunter, but
Galan stopped him. “He is right. The plight of the Alverian race is
not the responsibility of the vir, but in recovering the Heart of
Nilak, we can help both of our peoples.”

“Right you are, Galan,” Elmac said, stepping
into the middle of the room. “Now, enough of this discussion. What
we have to do is prepare. This will not be easy, but I think if we
work together, we’ll be able to pass between the storms with…
little damage.”

Dotol quickly looked up from his charts.
“How little is little?” he asked.

“Nothing to worry about,” the mystic
replied, nervously rubbing his hands together. “As I said earlier,
we were all chosen for a reason. Master Boraro, due to your
well-documented successes in the defeat of the black water pirates,
you are considered, by the Guild, the most skilled Hunter in the
water arts. Is this correct?”

Boraro slowly looked around the room. “We do
not speak openly about our individual Edges…”

“Yes, yes, I know all about the Hunter’s
Code. A Hunter’s Edge is known only by the Hunter and the mystic
who teaches him, but under these circumstances, I think we can
dispense with all that secrecy, don’t you?”

Elmac never waited for Boraro’s response.
Instead he turned his attention to Creech. “Master Creech, you are
considered quite knowledgeable in the wind arts, especially the
wind-walking skill, am I correct?”

“I’ve made no claims, one way or the other,”
the Hunter whispered.

“I’ll take that as a yes, shall I?”

“Take it any way you want to.”

“Fine. This is how I see it. Combining
Master Creech’s wind-walking skills with those of Master Boraro’s
water reading, along with the compass, we should not only be able
to read the weather patterns but navigate successfully through
them.”

“Mystic Elmac, what about Hunter—”

“No.” Elmac cut Heaney off before he could
say anything more. “We’ve discussed this, Master Heaney. It’s too
risky.”

“Risky or not, it may be our best—”

“You have agreed to defer to my expertise in
this, and I say this is the better plan.”

Heaney stepped back with a slight bow. “As
you wish, Mystic Elmac.”

Kile couldn’t help but wonder who was
actually in charge of the company.

“It’s settled. We should probably get
ready.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Kile and Daniel were ordered to stay in the
captain’s quarters while the crew set about preparing the ship for
what seemed like a suicide run into the heart of a storm. Sails
were taken down and replaced with smaller, hardier ones while
anything judged nonessential was stowed below deck. Hatches and
portholes were sealed up and anything that moved was tied down. The
overall morale of the crew wasn’t high, either. It seemed this
particular part of the voyage had been kept from them as well.

Daniel sat in the captain’s chair, staring
up at the ceiling while Vesper explored the desk. Kile paced the
floor.

“Everything will be fine. They know what
they’re doing. We merely have to sit here and ride it out,” Daniel
said, leaning back in the chair. It was the same thing he said,
give or take a few words, every ten minutes, and even though he
tried to sound calm, he clearly wasn’t. However, it wasn’t the
storm, Kile was worried about, although it was on her mind; it was
the conversation between Elmac and Heaney.

She stopped pacing to look at Daniel. “I can
do something to help,” she told him.

“What are you talking about, what can you
do?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know,” she
said.

Daniel stared at her in silence for a moment
and shook his head. “Just what we need, more levelheaded
thinking.”

“Didn’t you hear what Heaney said?”

“Hear what? What are you going on
about?”

“Right before Elmac cut him off, Master
Heaney was about to suggest something. Something one of the Hunters
could do.”

“So?”

“Don’t you get it? He must have been talking
about me.”

“Oh, come on, Kile. I never considered you
that narcissistic. There are four other Hunters on this ship
besides you. What makes you think he was talking about you?”

“Simple. Master Boraro and Master Creech
were already part of the plan, so there was no reason for him to
suggest one of them, and he clearly wouldn’t have suggested himself
unless he started to refer to himself in the third person. So who’s
left but me?”

Daniel sat up in his chair. “What about me?
I’m a Hunter too.”

“I know, Danny, but think about it. How much
experience do you have on a ship?”

“More than you.”

“But how much field experience?”

“What does that have to do with anything?
I’m skilled in the water arts too. He could have easily been
talking about me.”

“No offense, Danny, but your Edge, although
invaluable, is in the healing arts. That’s why you were chosen for
this expedition. Why bring two Hunters skilled in the water arts
when one was clearly enough.”

“I think you’re overthinking it,” Daniel
said and returned to staring at the ceiling. “I mean, Heaney could
have been talking about another plan altogether, one involving
Master Boraro or even Master Creech that was different from the one
Elmac came up with.”

“Yeah… I suppose,” Kile reluctantly agreed.
She had to admit, it was one scenario she hadn’t considered.

“Besides, what can you possibly do? You
don’t like being on the ship to begin with. You’re not exactly a
sailor. Master Boraro, Master Creech, and Master Heaney all have
experience on ships, which is probably why they were chosen in the
first place. Even I have some experience on the water. That’s more
than I can say for you.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re probably right. I’m
probably overthinking it.”

“Let them do what they have to do, and sit
this one out.”

Maybe Daniel was right. Maybe she was
overthinking it and Heaney’s alternate plan had nothing to do with
her. However, the look Heaney shared with Boraro when he questioned
her inclusion in the company, was not a figment of her imagination.
There was definitely something there, something unspoken. It was
almost like there was something going on, something she wasn’t
privy to as if everyone around her was involved in a grand scheme
and they forgot to include her. Maybe they didn’t forget. Maybe she
was never meant to know. Maybe it was her paranoia kicking in
again.

Kile flopped down on the chair opposite
Dotol’s desk and stared out the large window. The waters were
getting choppier now and the sky was growing darker. Even the wind
had picked up. She could hear the Charlotte protesting her
involvement in the plan. The ship no more wanted to sail into the
storm than her crew did.

Tapping nervously on the arm of the chair,
Kile looked out over the ocean, over the many miles they had
traveled. Somewhere, back there, was land. She may not have a home
back there, but she now knew she was never meant for life on the
sea. Ten days aboard the Charlotte. How many more before
they reached the island? It didn’t matter, because the worst part
about it, should they reach their destination, was that they still
had to make the return trip. For every day she spent getting to the
island, she would have to spend another day getting back. It meant
she could look forward to at least another ten days rocking along
on the sea. She stood and started pacing again.

“Hey, look what Vesper found,” Daniel said,
pulling a chart out from under the yarrow. He had gotten bored
staring up at the ceiling rafters and decided to join Vesper in
snooping around the captain’s desk.

It was a strange map. Kile hadn’t seen
anything like it, but her knowledge of cartography was about as
extensive as her knowledge of ships.

-Smell different. Not vir,- the yarrow said
as Daniel tried to flatten it out on the desk.

“Is this an Alva map?” Kile asked the
yarrow

-Not vir,- he repeated.

“I think this is the one Galan was talking
about,” Daniel said.

The map was divided, not only by a grid, but
by lines and arcs. Supposedly each one meant something different.
There were numbers written along the edges and several runes
scribbled in the corners that were illegible. A recently added
heavy, zigzagging, line, ran down the center.

“This must be the course the Alverian ship
took,” Daniel exclaimed.

“How can you tell?”

“See here.” He pointed to a place on the
line. “Each of these points must represent a place where the
Alverian ship was located when they sent one of their birds. By
connecting all the points, the Alva have a basic course through the
storm.”

“I hate to say it, but Master Boraro has a
point. How can you plot your position in the middle of a storm?”
Kile asked.

“Well, it’s not easy, I’ll give you that,
but there are ways, and it’s possible the Alva know a few tricks we
don’t”

“I don’t know, Danny. It still sounds a bit
fishy.”

“What? You think the Alva are lying?”

“How should I know? It’s not like we’re kept
in the loop. We should…”

Before Kile could finish her thought, the
ship suddenly rolled and she was thrown, facefirst, into the far
wall. The impact left her dazed, and she tried to keep her balance,
but the room tilted again. Stumbling backward, she fell on the
floor and started sliding toward the other side of the room. She
grabbed the leg of the desk before she slid past it. It was the
closest thing not moving since it had been conveniently bolted to
the deck for such an occasion. Holding on to the desk, she tried to
pull herself up, but up wasn’t where up used to be. Above her was a
wall of pictures, which now rained down on her. She quickly turned
away as paintings flew past, dropping to the floor, which was now
the large window. The glass was quickly covered up with the charts
and maps that once occupied the captain’s desk, as well as every
other piece of stray furniture from around the room. Through the
gaps, she could no longer see the sky, only the cold, dark water.
She braced herself, fearing the ship was going to roll over
backward, but it fell forward instead. There was a brief moment of
weightlessness followed by a sudden shift in gravity, and the
pictures came back. Kile ducked below the edge of the desk as they
flew over her head, striking the wall below her.

Whoever had the idea that they’d be safer in
the captain’s quarters didn’t think it through.

The room leveled out enough for Kile to peer
over the top of the desk, where Daniel was still sitting in the
captain’s chair. Yet another piece of furniture that was bolted to
the floor. The young man’s face was pale, his eyes were tightly
shut, and he clutched the arms of the chair to the point his
knuckles were white.

“Danny, you okay?” she asked.

“I think I’m gonna be sick,” he moaned.

“Don’t you dare!”

The ship rolled again. Vesper, who secured
himself in one of the desk’s unused inkwells, quickly latched on to
Kile’s arm before she lost her grip and was thrown backward. She
hit the far wall where she grabbed one of the chairs, which had
also been secured to the floor. Pulling herself into the seat, she
curled up around the yarrow, closed her eyes, and hoped the worst
was over. Things were never that easy.

The cabin door flew open and a soaked
private Awald tumbled in. Bracing himself against the wall, he
slowly stood.

“You all right in here?” he called out.

“Oh, just peachy,” Kile said. “What in all
the realms is going on out there?”

“We hit the stormwall,” the soldier
explained, but she pretty much had that figured out.

Awald stumbled farther into the room, trying
to keep his balance as he gripped the doorjambs. “The mystic had a
bit of a rough start, but he believes he has the hang of it now and
it should be smooth sailing from here on out.” Although the young
soldier tried to sound sincere, he wasn’t fooling anyone.

The ship suddenly pitched wildly and Awald
was thrown to the floor again. There was a loud, sharp crack, the
sound of wood splintering, and Kile was afraid the ship had finally
broken in half. Closing her eyes, she gripped the arms of her chair
tighter and waited for the inevitable. When she was sure they
weren’t heading toward the bottom of the sea, she slowly looked up.
Awald was picking himself off the floor. The fear in his eyes did
not inspire much confidence.

“If this is smooth sailing, I’m a valrik’s
aunt,” Kile exclaimed.

The storm was louder now since the cabin
door had blown open. They could hear the sounds of men shouting
commands over the roar of the wind, which was near deafening.
Combined with the smell of lightning and the taste of salt, Kile
could feel her senses reaching their breaking point. She was having
a hard time finding her center as the ship pitched on the
storm-driven waves. Her feral side was desperately clawing its way
out, trying to reach the surface. She did everything she was taught
to keep it under control and was winning the battle until that
unmistakable fragrance reached her. After that, there was no
holding back.

She was up, out of her seat, and across the
room before Daniel could react. Awald, who was now bracing himself
in the doorway, tried to stop her.

“You can’t go out there.” He grabbed her
arm. “It’s too dangerous.”

She looked at him, and he quickly released
her.

“Kile, stop,” Daniel called out. He had made
it around the desk and was tossed forward by the tilting of the
ship.

She turned her yellow eyes on him. “Don’t
you smell it?”

“Smell… smell what?”

“The blood.”

“Okay, Ki. Get a grip because you’re
starting to creep me out.”

“Coming through,” Heaney yelled, pushing his
way into the room. Kile jumped back as the large Hunter half
carried, half dragged an injured sailor out of the storm. It was a
young man, hardly out of his teens. His face was pale and he was
barely holding on to consciousness. His left leg was torn open from
his hip down to his knee. Heaney gently lowered him to the floor,
or as gently as the rocking ship would allow. A second sailor, one
who was a bit older, staggered in behind them. An old cloth, which
he had wrapped around his arm, was soaked in blood.

“What happened?” Daniel asked, dropping to
the floor beside the young man. Slowly, he peeled away the tattered
remains of the sailor’s clothes, exposing the wound. Kile forced
herself to look away.

“We lost the mizzen and she took two men
with her,” Heaney said.

The room was suddenly filled with the smell
of salt water, but Kile knew it wasn’t from the ocean outside.
Daniel was using his magic, and the blue strands of light slowly
wove their way through the young sailor’s torn leg. She could have
told him it wasn’t going to help because it wasn’t the only new
smell in the room. The Lasting. A smell she had grown too
accustomed to after the fall of Moran. Death had opened its door
again and it was waiting for the young sailor.

Kile quickly pushed past the other men. She
needed to get out of the room as quickly as possible. Someone
called out to her, it could have been Heaney, but she ignored him.
She had to get out, she couldn’t stay, not without losing it
completely.

Outside wasn’t much better; in fact, it was
complete chaos. They were in the heart of the storm now. Dark
clouds blocked out the sun and the winds howled across the deck.
The rain was so dense she could barely see the forecastle, where
three men confronted the storm. If it wasn’t for the green light
emanating from the compass Elmac held in his outstretched hand, she
wouldn’t have known they were there. The mystic was tied to the
forward mast, his arm raised toward the storm while he shouted
words that were drowned out by the squall. What magic he was
performing seemed to have little effect on the weather or the ship.
Boraro was on his left, a thick rope around his waist tying him to
the rail. He could barely stay on his feet as the wind and the
rocking kept knocking him to his knees. Creech wasn’t doing much
better, but at least he had the good sense not to try and
stand.

“Reef the mainsail,” Captain Dotol called
out behind her.

The crazy old sailor, standing in the rain
with the lightning flashing behind him, had an iron grip on the
wheel. He seemed unfazed by the storm. One would think he had done
this before.

“Reef the mainsail!” he said again.

She wasn’t sure what reefing a sail meant,
but she had a feeling it wasn’t being done fast enough. However,
she knew all too well what his next command meant.

“Hold tight.”

Turning back to the bow, Kile saw a wall of
water looming over the ship. She quickly grabbed a hanging rope as
the wave broke over the bow. The water slammed into her, knocking
her off her feet. She was carried across the deck and almost washed
into the sea. The rope went taut. Holding on tightly, she waited
until the wave passed over her before she pulled herself away from
the water’s edge.

She couldn’t help but think back to when she
was taking the entry examination. With only a knife and fork, she’d
crawled along a tilted floor, trying to reach a door at the end of
a hall. It seemed like a matter of life and death back then, but if
she had let go, she would have slid into an eight-foot-deep pit.
Not quite the same as falling into the ocean.

“You all right, Vesper?” she called to
yarrow, who was now digging his claws into her shoulder.

-No like water,- he chattered.

“I don’t blame you,” she said.

Only when she thought she was far enough
away from the ship’s edge, did she stop pulling. She held tightly
to the rope while trying to catch her breath. Maybe coming on deck
wasn’t the smartest thing she could have done.

“Kile.” She heard someone call her name.

Looking up, she spotted a figure reaching
out to her. He was still too far away, but there was no mistaking
Lothran, even in the driving rain. The giant held on to the mast
with one hand and reached out with the other. Kile started pulling
herself along the rope again, making her way toward him, when
something heavy hit the deck beside her with a sickening thud.
Turning to look, she stared into the vacant eyes of a sailor. She
wasn’t sure where he came from, but she had an idea where he was
going. She grabbed him before he slid away. With one hand on the
rope and the other on the collar of the sailor’s shirt, she was
sort of stuck.

“How do I get myself into these situations?”
she asked while trying to pull the man alongside her, but he was
much too heavy.

The ship suddenly pitched in the opposite
direction. Kile released the rope.

“Hold on, Vesper,” she cried as they slid
across the deck. She probably would have gone off the other side if
Lothran hadn’t grabbed her first.

“What the hell are you doing out here,
lass?” he demanded after pulling her to safety. The cook and two
other sailors had taken refuge at the base of the mainmast, between
the lifeboats and the doghouse. It gave them a bit of reprieve from
the heavy winds.

“I couldn’t stay in there any longer,” Kile
said.

“You’re better off in there than you are out
here.”

“Especially since your damn mystic is trying
to get us killed,” one of the sailors added. He was an older man,
with short black hair and pockmarks on his face. “I think he wants
to send the Charlotte to the bottom of the sea.”

Kile turned to the bow of the ship, where
Elmac was still shouting at the storm, but the green light was
gone. What magic he wielded now, was being forced back by the
wind.

“Thomas? Thomas, can you hear me?”

The second sailor, a younger man with long
blond hair and vivid grey eyes, was trying to revive his fallen
companion.

“Is he hurt badly?” Kile asked, although she
already knew the answer. She had seen him face-plant into the deck
of a ship from who knows how far up.

The dark-haired sailor shook his head. “It
doesn’t look good.”

“We have to get him to the captain’s
quarters,” she told them. “My friend’s a healer—he might be able to
help him.”

“I got this.” Lothran placed a hand on her
shoulder. “If you try, you’ll be swept off by the wind.”

Unwrapping a thick rope, from around his
wrist, he handed it to Kile before tucking the fallen sailor under
his arm. He slowly made his way across the deck toward the
captain’s quarters.

“Little good saving one man if we lose the
ship,” the dark-haired sailor remarked.

“What do you mean?” Kile asked.

“The mainsail’s pinched. If we can’t cut her
free, she’s liable to take the mast with her, leaving the
Charlotte at the mercy of the storm.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“Not unless you want to cut down the sail
yourself.” He pointed to the sky.

Slowly, Kile looked up, staring into the
falling rain. The sail was forty feet above her. She’d climbed
trees that were higher, although not in the middle of a storm. What
remained of the sail was a large tattered piece of cloth. It was
hung up on the yard and catching the wind, causing the mainmast to
bend beyond what was normal. It was a wonder it hadn’t snapped off
already. Was that where Tom was when he decided to drop in on her?
How did he even get up there? Kile followed the angled yardarm down
to the forecastle. That, to her, seemed the fastest way up, but
getting there wouldn’t be easy. She could barely cross the deck
without sliding over the rails.

Kicking off her boots, she stuffed them into
one of the longboats.

“What are you doing?” the dark-haired sailor
asked.

“If I’m going to try to free that sail, I’ll
need some traction.”

“Are you crazy, lass?”

Kile laughed.

“Tom was the most surefooted of us, and ya
saw what happen to him,” the blond-haired man added, but Kile
ignored their warnings. Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge.
There was no need to hold back now. She let her feral side
free.

It was like the world opened up to her.
There were new smells in the air, new sounds she had not heard. The
fear she’d experienced only moments ago was gone. It wasn’t
replaced by any form of courage; that would be taking things too
far. Instead, it was replaced by a sense of urgency, an instinct
stronger than her desire for safety. Before either sailor could
stop her, she released the rope and sprinted to the bow of the
ship.

It felt so right, her feet free of the
restraints. Why was she even wearing those things? Her bare feet
gripped the wet wood of the deck so much easier, like those of a
cat, or possibly a cougar.

She was up the ladder and on the foredeck
before Elmac knew she was there. The mystic called out to her, but
she ignored him; there wasn’t time. She jumped up onto the railing,
merely feet from where Master Boraro was still trying to get his
storm legs and leaped for the yardarm. Like an insane squirrel, she
scurried up the narrow piece of wood.

The wind was stronger the higher she
climbed, and the swaying of the ship was more severe this far off
deck. Gripping with her front paws and pushing off with her back
feet, she used her tail for balance.

Tail? No, she didn’t have a tail, at least
she didn’t think so.

Passing over the mast, she continued up the
yard. She had to reach the place where the sail was hung up, but
all she found was a mess of ropes and lines. They were wrapped
around the yard, hanging down the yard, or draped over the yard.
Some were simply blowing in the wind. Which lines did she have to
cut? It probably would have been a good idea to ask one of the
sailors before climbing all the way up here.

Sliding her long knife out, she held it
against the first rope she came to and was about the cut through it
when something told her to stop. That particular rope was securing
the yardarm. Probably not the best one to cut since she was
clinging to the yardarm at the time. She closed her eyes and
listened to the voice in her head. It was Custard, and the cat was
watching her from somewhere far below. Thankfully, he knew which
lines led where. Holding on to the vision, she saw the pattern of
ropes in a whole new light. Now they made sense in some strange cat
sort of way. Passing over three lines, she cut through the fourth
and continued farther up the yard. With each rope she cut, the
tattered remains of the sail fell away. When enough lines were cut,
the wind finished the job. Like a large, dingy grey bat, the sail
flew off into the storm, sucked into the clouds. She hadn’t
expected the mast to right itself so quickly, and when it sprang
back to its upright position, it nearly flung her into the
ocean.

Clinging tightly to the yard, she waited
until the mast stopped wobbling before she tried to climb down. She
stopped when she reached the crow’s nest. Climbing inside the
rickety old bucket, she braced herself against the sides and stared
out into the storm.

It all made sense now: the wind, the rain,
the sea. Was she finally hearing the song Captain Dotol told her
about? If only she could get higher. If only she could get above
the clouds, she’d understand it. There were paths cut through the
storm, and all she had to do was open her eyes to see them. This
must be how birds navigate, she thought.

They needed the ship to move to the right,
or starboard, assuming Custard taught her the right terminology.
The only problem now was convincing the captain. There was no
reason he would listen to her. Not only was she the least
knowledgeable person on the ship when it came to maritime
navigation, hell, the cat knew more than she did, but he was also
some forty feet below her. Screaming at the top of her lungs, over
the roar of the wind, wasn’t the best way to get her point across,
assuming he could even hear her. That left the cat. Custard would
listen to her. All she had to do was send the information to the
cat, and the cat would relay it to his master… somehow.

Gripping the lip of the crow’s nest, Kile
closed her eyes and reached out to Custard once again. It didn’t
take long to find the cat. He was hunkered down among the coils of
rope, trying to keep dry. At first, he was unwilling to move, but
Kile convinced him. It wasn’t difficult. She made it a choice
between her skills or the mystic magic. Animals never had much use
for magic, and even Custard saw the folly in Elmac’s plan.

Reluctantly, the cat left the safety of his
cover and ventured out into the driving rain. Using his claws, and
keeping close to the deck, he crawled his way to where Captain
Dotol was wrestling with the ship’s wheel. There was only one way
Custard could think of to get the old man’s attention. Without
hesitating, he jumped up and grabbed the captain’s right leg.

Dotol screamed. Letting go of the wheel he
tried to dislodge the cat. The ship veered off course.

“What in all the realms?” Heaney shouted,
grabbing the ship’s wheel and regaining control.

“Bloody cat’s gone mad,” Dotol answered,
holding Custard by the scruff of the neck. The cat was not
pleased.

“Cat?” Heaney repeated while he scanned the
decks. It wasn’t until he looked up, he spotted Kile in the crow’s
nest. He shook his head and grinned. “Bring the cat over here,” he
told the captain.

“What for?”

“Just give him to me.”

Dotol turned and thrust the wet cat at
Heaney, claws and all. The Hunter barely avoided being savaged by
the animal before dropping him onto the wheel’s drum. As soon as
Custard was released, he tried to roll the drum with little
success.

“He’s trying to tell us something.” Heaney
laughed.

“Are ye daft, man?” Dotol exclaimed.

“Probably, but it may well be our best
chance of getting through this storm alive.”

Dotol quickly stumbled to the rail. “Hard
tack starboard,” he shouted over the roar of the wind. Heaney gave
the wheel a sharp turn.

The bow of the ship rose high out of the
water as the Charlotte swung past point.

Kile tightened her grip on the lip of the
crow’s nest, and for one brief moment, thought they were going to
flip over backward. When the ship came down again, she realized
Custard must have gotten his message across. They were now heading
toward the storm trail. It wasn’t so much something she could see
as it was something she could feel.

It was a buffer zone between two storms,
creating an alley of wind. Once Kile got the ship lined up, with
the help of Custard and Heaney, the Charlotte was pulled
through the stormwall. It was simply a matter of keeping the nose
of the ship on the trail. It wasn’t long before the rain let up and
the clouds parted that Kile saw the sky again.
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The far side of the stormwall didn’t look
any different from the near side. It was still a large body of
water with no land in sight. Kile sat in the crow’s nest, watching
the sun set on the horizon. In spite of the exaggerated motion of
the mast, she wasn’t nearly as nauseous as when she stood on the
deck. And she was doing something useful and not just getting in
the way. The crew had their hands full, making repairs to the ship,
and ship repairs were on the long list of things Kile wasn’t good
at. Besides, she liked the idea of sitting in the crow’s nest,
since one of her friends was a crow. What would Kaza say if he
could see her now?

It also proved to be a simple job. All she
did was stare at the ocean. It was a bit mesmerizing at times since
there wasn’t anything to look at, although she did spot a few large
fish break the surface of the water earlier that morning. Not
worthy enough to report to the captain, but still, an incredible
sight.

Getting in and out of the crow’s nest proved
easier, once she knew how. Instead of scrambling up the yardarm,
like she did during the storm, she simply used the shrouds. It was
basically a rope ladder that ran from the rail right up to the
nest. Why didn’t anyone tell her about it before?

The storm had taken its toll on the
Charlotte and her crew. The sea claimed four men, and it was
waiting for one more. The sailor, known as Thomas, had yet to
regain consciousness. Daniel did all he could and now it was only a
matter of time. Kile had high hopes for the young man, only because
she hadn’t sensed the Lasting, but that was more wishful thinking
than anything else. She knew the Lasting came and went without
warning; it never waited for an invitation. Of the other four
sailors, she knew very little. She never socialized much with the
crew, and when she did, it was brief. They didn’t have much use for
Hunters or any landlubber for that matter. It was almost like
talking to an entirely different species of vir. She eventually
learned the names of the men who died, not that it mattered
anymore.

Oliver Kristian and Marius Lindseth were the
two sailors who were washed overboard, with the mizzen mast.
Benjamin Anders was crushed down in the hull. He was trying to
secure the cargo when it broke loose. They didn’t find him until
after they breached the storm, and at that point, the Lasting had
come and gone. Finally, there was the young sailor with the leg
wound. His name was Olav Carlsen and this was his first voyage on
the Charlotte. Daniel did what he could, but in the end, it
wasn’t enough.

The expedition had taken four lives so far,
and they hadn’t even reached their destination. How many more lives
would they have to spend for this Heart of Nilak, and would it be
worth it? They weren’t even sure it existed.

Kile turned her attention away from the
ocean, which was something she had to do from time to time. The
glare of the sun, off the water, would give her a headache if she
stared at it for too long. Looking below her at the deck, she
spotted the Alva standing on the bow of the ship. They were
carrying on a conversation, but she couldn’t hear what they were
saying. It was the first time she had seen them since passing
through the stormwall. They spent most of their time hiding below
deck.

Behind her, Captain Dotol was at the helm…
again. He seemed happiest when he was in control of the ship. He
honestly believed nobody could handle the Charlotte as well
as he could, and he was probably right. It was clear sailing for
the remainder of the voyage, or so he would have them believe. The
only problem was, they had no idea where they were going. During
the height of the storm, Elmac dropped the compass. By now the
glowing piece of green wood was at the bottom of the sea or eaten
by a nearsighted fish. Either way, it was lost to them. Without it,
they had no way of finding the island.

Dotol waved to her when he noticed her
watching him.

Below him, the door to the captain’s
quarters opened and Heaney stepped out on the main deck, followed
closely by Elmac. The mystic didn’t appear to be in a good mood. He
blamed himself for getting the expedition lost, or at least that’s
what Daniel thought. Kile wasn’t so sure. In a way, she felt he
blamed her. His attitude toward her had changed since the beginning
of the voyage. Lately, whenever she tried talking to him, he would
reply with short, curt answers—out of character for the otherwise
long-winded mystic.

As Kile continued to watch, she could sense
the tension between them. Something had happened and it placed them
on opposite sides of a heated discussion. It was a shame she was so
far up mainmast. Even with her oversensitive hearing, she could
only make out the odd word. Something about letting something know
about something because somebody did something they shouldn’t have
done. All in all, it was about as interesting a conversation as she
had heard in a long time. She leaned out of the crow’s nest, trying
to catch more of the exchange, but all she heard was the sound of
flapping sails and creaking ropes. She was about to give up when
she spotted Daniel.

He was passing right under her, coming from
the kitchen and heading back to the captain’s quarters where he
would continue his vigil over Thomas. The loss of the young sailor,
Olav, hit him pretty hard and he was determined not to lose anyone
else.

Vesper was riding happily on Daniel’s
shoulder since the yarrow absolutely hated being up in the crow’s
nest. The first few times he went up with Kile, he would cling to
her, digging his sharp little claws into her shoulder and not
letting go until he was back on deck. It was not a pleasant
experience for either of them. That’s when she made arrangements
with Daniel to watch Vesper while she was in the nest.

As Daniel got closer to where Heaney and
Elmac were having their rather animated discussion, Kile closed her
eyes and fell into her Edge. Reaching out with her consciousness,
she easily connected with the yarrow, and suddenly, she was riding
on Daniel’s shoulder.

“… should never have been allowed,” Elmac
said.

Heaney shook his head and sighed. “What
would you have me do?” Whatever it was ya were trying to do, wasn’t
working.”

“It wasn’t part of the plan.”

“Neither was losing the compass.”

“You don’t think I know that?”

“Look, I’m not blaming ya, but what
happened, happened. We can’t change that. If nothing else, we
should be grateful we made it this far. Besides, it worked exactly
the way you theorized.”

“That’s not the point. Don’t you realize it
may now know we’re coming?”

“That is a gamble I was willing to
take.”

“He explicitly told us she was not to—”

Heaney held up his hand to silence the
mystic as Daniel walked past, but it wasn’t Daniel the Hunter was
worried about. He was carefully watching the yarrow on the young
man’s shoulder just as the yarrow was carefully watching him.
Heaney slowly looked up at the crow’s nest, and Kile broke the
connection with Vesper. When their eyes met, she knew he figured
out what she was doing, not that she was doing anything wrong. It
was only a bit of eavesdropping. The fact Heaney figured it out so
quickly made her wonder how much he knew about her and her Edge. It
was clear by how fast he caught on to Custard’s bizarre behavior
during the storm, he had some knowledge of what she could do, but
if that was true, who told him?

She had hoped to catch more of the
conversation, but what she caught was enough, or at least enough to
fuel her paranoia. There was no longer any doubt in her mind they
were talking about her. “He explicitly told us she was not
to…,” that’s what Elmac was saying right before Heaney cut him off.
Who was he, and what did he tell them about her? The first person
she thought of was Morgan. Did the old mystic warn them about her?
Maybe he wasn’t so sure she could handle herself outside the Tower.
Maybe there was more to her little problem than he was letting on.
It made sense—they wouldn’t want her using her Edge in case she
went loopy again. However, if that were the case, why was she even
on this expedition? Something was definitely going on, something
involving her. All the warning signs were there, the ones that told
her to run, to get as far away from these men and their schemes as
fast as she could. Unfortunately, she had a bad habit of never
heeding those signs. There was one other small detail. She was
stuck on a ship in the middle of the ocean. Not too many places to
run to.

Kile was so preoccupied with the small
snippet of conversation, she almost didn’t see the bird. At first,
she wasn’t sure she had even seen it as it skipped through the
clouds. One moment it was there; the next it was gone. Closing her
eyes and falling back into her Edge, she reached out to it. It was
the furthest she had stretched her consciousness since leaving the
Tower. When she felt the connection, she asked the bird to visit
her on the ship and quickly pulled back to wait. She wasn’t waiting
for the bird to reply, she was waiting for the laughter, but she
heard nothing. Was it possible she was finally free of it? It was
almost too much to hope for.

The bird gracefully turned and headed toward
her. Its motions were effortless, and it appeared to float in the
sky. It only reminded her of how much she wanted to fly. As it got
closer, she could make out more detail. It was grayish white with
black tips on the ends of its wings. At first, she thought it was a
seagull like the ones she saw around the docks of Salthaven until
she realized how far away the bird actually was. The closer it got,
the bigger it got.

The bird was massive. It was even larger
than Lindear, the old vulture from the wastelands.

There was no way it could get any closer to
her, not while she was still in the crow’s nest. There was no place
for it to land. Kile quickly climbed over the edge of the basket
and down the shrouds while the bird made one more trip around the
ship. When she reached the deck, the rest of the crew had noticed.
They watched in awe as the overgrown seagull lined itself up with
the Charlotte and came in for a landing. At first, Kile
wasn’t sure it could land, but it hovered for a moment, before
dropping down onto the aft deck. Two short hops and it came to a
stop. With the mizzen mast gone, it had plenty of room to walk
around.

As Kile climbed the ladder up to the aft
deck, she noticed Dotol with his back pressed against the rail. The
otherwise unflappable captain seemed almost scared of the large
bird. The bird, on the other hand, wasn’t taking much notice of the
vir and instead was poking around the deck, picking up anything it
thought might be edible.

“Is something wrong?” she asked when she
finally reached the captain.

The man looked at her with a frightened
expression. “That… that’s a bloody albatross,” he whispered.

Well, it always helps to know what you’re
talking to.

Kile looked out over the deck and saw many
of the sailors wore the same expression as their captain. Were
albatrosses all that dangerous? There was only one way to find
out.

She carefully approached the bird who looked
her over curiously. Although it was as large as Lindear, she felt
no ill will from it, not that Lindear was evil. Vultures regard vir
as a food source that wasn’t lying on the ground yet.

“Hello, my name is Kile,” she said.

-Ki kee.-

His voice was high-pitched and sharp as he
tried to repeat her name. The more an animal is around the vir, the
easier they were to communicate with. With Grim, it was like
talking to another person. His experience around the vir, for
better or for worse, was extensive. With Vesper, not so much. Her
conversations with the yarrow relied mostly on feelings. It was
clear the albatross had even less contact with the vir if any at
all.

“Yes, Kile. My name is Kile. What’s yours?”
she asked, putting as much feeling and thought into each word as
she could. He seemed, at least, to understand what she meant.

-Norir,- he answered.

“Norir. What an unusual name.”

-Norir.-

“Well, Norir, I could use your help. We’re
kind of lost and we’re looking for an island. Do you know of any
land around here?”

-Land. Ground. Land. Island. Rest. Nest.
Home. Land.- Norir shot through a string of words, each one
carrying a different picture and a different feeling. Some of the
words, mostly those associated with resting or nesting, were filled
with tranquility, while others actually made her hungry. There was
also one island that carried with it a feeling of dread. It was a
sure bet, it was the one they were looking for.

“Could you show me?”

-Land. Yes,- the albatross said, and through
his memories, Kile was taken on a trip across the ocean. If only
she could do this for real, she thought as the world stretched out
before her. She could fly to Shenataesi and be back home in less
than a day instead of bobbing around on the top of the waves in a
rickety boat.

Norir showed her several places of interest.
Some were so close, if they changed course now they could reach
them before nightfall. Others were so far away it would take weeks,
if not months to reach. How far could an albatross fly?

When they broke their connection, Kile felt
energized or overly excited. She knew where they had to go now—she
was certain of it.

“Thank you, Norir.” She hugged the
albatross, much to the audible gasp of the captain. The bird didn’t
seem to mind.

-Ki kee,- Norir said, stretching out his
massive wings. Kile fell back as the bird awkwardly turned around
on the deck. He took three long strides before leaping into the air
and disappeared over the side of the rail. Skimming along the
surface of the water, he quickly gained altitude and circled the
ship once before heading back to wherever it was he was heading
before he was invited to rest.

Kile quickly stood and turned to the stunned
captain.

“I know where we’re going,” she said.

 


~~~***~~~

 


Captain Dotol stretched the map across his
desk, smoothing it out the best he could. He placed a few books on
one end and a paperweight that looked like a golden mermaid on the
other to keep it from rolling up.

“This is the edge of the stormwall,” he
said, drawing a line along the top of the map with his finger. “We
passed it four days ago, heading in a southwesterly direction,
which puts us just about here.”

The place he finally pointed to was in the
middle of nowhere. In Kile’s opinion, the map was completely
useless. No matter how much she tried to overlay the albatross’s
memories, it was no use. Without roads, rivers, hills, mountains,
or some other kind of landmark, how could one determine where to
go?

“Take your time, Kile. There’s no rush,”
Heaney said.

“I don’t know,” she admitted in defeat.

“But you said…”

“I know what I said, and I can find it… but
not on this map.”

“Oh, wonderful.” Boraro threw his hands up.
“And what are we supposed to do now, follow the albatross?”

“Aye, if that’s what it takes,” Dotol said.
“The albatross have never steered a sailor wrong.”

“Save it, old man. My grandfather tried to
fill my head with all those old superstitions. I’m not buying
it.”

Kile ignored Boraro and circled a section of
the map with her finger.

“They’re… kinda like over here somewhere,”
she said.

“Are ya sure, lass?” Dotol asked.

“Well, it’s not that far from where the Alva
believe the island was found, and it’s roughly in the same
direction the compass was pointing in,” Heaney said. “We could
change course, head in that direction…”

“And what? Hope we get lucky?” Boraro
laughed. “You’re talking miles of water out there. We could sail
right past an island without even knowing it. We could be traveling
days, weeks out of our way.”

“And you have a better idea?” Heaney
asked.

Boraro was surprisingly silent.

“You said ‘they,’ lass. How many islands are
we talking?”

“Well, Norir could…”

“Norir?”

“Yeah, the albatross. His name was
Norir.”

“Of course it was.” Boraro shook his
head.

Kile shot him a look before turning her
attention back to the map. “Norir showed me about two dozen islands
in the general area.”

“Two dozen! It will take a hundred years to
search them all,” Jasa exclaimed from where he sat on the far side
of the room. “By then, the war will be over and this will be all
for nothing.”

“It will not be for nothing if we can
reclaim the Heart of Nilak,” Galan added.

Jasa looked sideways at the Alva and
grinned. “You may want to spend a century out here searching
islands, but I’m afraid I don’t have that much time.”

“Maybe there is a way to remove some of the
islands from the equations,” Elmac suggested.

“How do you figure we do that?” Heaney
asked.

“Simple. There are certain traits we can
ascertain from the legends and the stories. For instance, the
island is said to have a sheer cliff along the northwest side and
an inlet, or a bay, on the eastern side. Maybe if we eliminate some
of the smaller islands, we can cut down on the number we have to
search.”

“Oh, so we just search all the islands with
cliffs and bays,” Boraro interjected. “That should only take us
what, fifty, sixty years?”

“Garret, if you are not going to add
anything useful to the conversation, maybe you should sit this one
out.”

“Oh, come on, Heaney. This is ridiculous.
You’re relying on a girl who’s two sandwiches short of a picnic.
It’s bad enough we’re out in the middle of nowhere.”

Heaney stepped out from behind the desk.
“You knew what you were getting into when you agreed.”

Boraro quickly got to his feet. “That’s when
I thought we knew where we were going.”

“We never knew the exact location of the
island.”

“Which is what the compass was supposed to
show us until butterfingers there dropped it in the ocean.”

“Is that so?” Elmac said, now joining in the
uncivilized discussion. “If your skill in the water arts was even
half as great as your ego claimed they are, you could have calmed
the oceans from here to Baxter’s Bay.”

“What? You’re saying this is my fault?”

“I can’t very well do my job when I’m being
battered around by the waves now, can I?”

By now the room erupted in name-calling and
finger-pointing. It got to the point that Kile was afraid she’d
completely lose it.

“Will you all shut up?” she growled,
slamming her hands down on the table.

The room went eerily silent. Kile closed her
eyes and took a deep breath. It wouldn’t do to go feral at a time
like this, although it might feel good.

“I know which island is Shenataesi,” she
said through clenched teeth.

Elmac suddenly looked at her. “Who told you
the name of the island?” he asked nervously.

Kile shrugged. “I don’t know,” she answered.
“Wasn’t it mentioned during the briefing?”

“No, it wasn’t”

“What difference does it make what the
island is called?” Heaney asked. “Are you sure you know which
island it is?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Oh, well, that’s easy,” she said. “It’s the
one all the birds avoid.”

“What? You mean they don’t land on it?”
Heaney asked.

“They won’t even fly over it,” Kile
said.

Jasa finally stood and joined the others
around the map. “So, how do you plan to lead us to this island, if
you can’t even find it on a map?”

“That’s a little more complicated,” she
said. “From the crow’s nest, I should be able to see… or, well…
sense, the paths the birds take.”

“No, no, absolutely not.” Elmac shook his
head vigorously. “We’ll find it another way.”

“There is no other way,” Heaney said. “Jasa
is right. It will take far too long to search every island. If Kile
says she can lead us to it, I say we follow her.”

“Heaney, you know what can happen.”

“I only know what you’ve been telling me,
and so far, I haven’t seen it.”

“Mystic Elmac, if this wasn’t what I was
supposed to do, why was I chosen for it?” Kile asked.

“I don’t like it,” the mystic said. “But if
the rest of the company wants to take the chance, so be it. I hope
you’re right Heaney.”

“And I hope you’re wrong Elmac, for both of
our sakes.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Kile stood in the crow’s nest as the
Charlotte headed west. She had no sextant, no maps, no
charts, but for the first time since setting foot on the ship, she
knew where she was going. It was like the first time she headed out
into the wild around the little town of Coopervill. There were no
vir-made roads or even well-trodden paths through the forest, but
she could always find her way. She looked for signs. Not the signs
every Level Five Hunter should know, a tuft of fur, a broken twig,
a scratch mark on a tree. The signs she looked for were hidden from
the eyes of the vir. When she let her feral side come out to play,
when she was truly in tune with the world around her, she could
almost see the paths each animal took through the forest. A scent,
a vibration, a sound, it wasn’t something she could explain, only
something she knew. Tracking the albatross’s path through the sky
was no different.

She surrendered herself to her feral side,
giving herself completely to her Edge. Morgan once told her the
Maligar was more than a means of controlling animals, it was a
merging of mind, body, and soul. It was the highest level of
consciousness the Orceen could achieve with the natural world. Was
this what the Maligar was supposed to feel like? Complete and total
freedom from the constraints of the mortal realm? If it was, what
happened to it? What corrupted it? What poisoned it? What was the
shadow that hid inside it, and what was hiding inside the shadow?
Who was the man with the haunting yellow eyes who sneaked into her
nightmares and laughed at her?

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Kile spent the next three days guiding the
ship across the ocean on a trail only she could see. She never
doubted where she was going despite the crew’s opinion. Even Daniel
started questioning her sense of direction, but it all ended on the
morning of the fourth day. She had just climbed into the crow’s
nest and was settling in for what she thought would be another day
of staring out at the ocean when she picked up the stray scent. At
first, it didn’t register. It had been a long time since she had
smelled anything but the salt air.

“Land,” she called out, pointing to the
horizon.

That single word brought the crew to its
feet. The men ran to the bow of the ship to get their first look at
the elusive island, except there wasn’t any. Even Creech, with the
keen sight his Edge provided, could see nothing.

Heaney exited the captain’s quarters and
quickly climbed up to the aft deck to stand beside Dotol. Borrowing
the old man’s monocular, he held it up to his eye and scanned the
horizon.

“Creech, anything?” he called across the
ship.

“Nothing, sir,” the Hunter answered. He
leaned farther out over the rail as if the short amount of distance
would make a different. “There’s nothing out… wait a moment. Yes, I
think I see it now.”

Kile didn’t have to see the island to know
it was there. She could smell it: land. How wonderful it would be
to set foot on solid ground again. She gripped the edge of the
nest, straining her eyes and willing the ship to move faster.

“It’s land,” Creech finally shouted.

By now, most of the crew was on the bow of
the ship, watching and waiting. It was a good hour before even a
faint outline could be seen on the horizon. Now that they had a
destination, one they could see, the ship seemed to move slower. No
matter how fast they were moving, it almost seemed as if the island
was moving away from the Charlotte.

Kile quickly exited the crow’s nest and was
replaced by one of the crew members. It was one thing to guide the
ship to the island across the open waters and quite another to
navigate around it. There were obstacles she didn’t know to look
for. When she reached the deck, she ran to the captain’s
quarters.

“Daniel, we found it,” she said, throwing
open the cabin door.

Daniel looked up from where he was sitting.
“The island?”

“It’s right on the horizon. Land.” She
laughed. “I can’t wait. It will be so great to get off this ship
for a while.”

“Tell me about it.” Daniel rubbed his eyes.
It looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. He turned to the bed,
where Thomas lay, and pulled the blankets up.

“How’s he doing?” she asked before stepping
into the room.

The young man was pale and hadn’t moved in
days. His head was bandaged, but he showed no sign of
improvement.

“Not too well,” Daniel said. “He hasn’t
regained consciousness, and there’s not much more I can do for
him.”

“You did all you could.”

“I know, I keep telling myself that, but
sometimes I wonder if there was something more I could have done,
or… maybe less.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… this, it doesn’t seem natural. I’m
only postponing the inevitable. Maybe it would be more humane if I
let it… happen.”

“Maybe it would be.”

Daniel looked up at her. “Do you honestly
believe that?”

“It’s the way things are, Danny. You have no
control over it. It’s the cycle. It’s life, death, and life again,
like the seasons. Winter gives way to spring, spring to summer,
summer to fall. Without winter, there’s no spring. Without death,
there’s no life.”

“Listen to you, getting all philosophical.
Where did you learn that?”

From a dog. “It’s… not important.”

“I suppose when you put it that way, it
doesn’t seem so bad, but still, it goes against my nature to give
up.”

“It’s not giving up, Danny. It’s letting
go.”

“I just feel… I don’t know, like my Edge has
let me down. It’s not the first time either. I know I should have
been able to save Olav’s life, but I couldn’t. I don’t know how to
explain it.”

“Like the magic is failing.”

“Yeah, yeah, like the magic is failing.”

“You’re not the only one who thinks that.
There are those in the Tower who are working on that very
problem.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No. Morgan told me. It’s the reason the
mystics haven’t gotten involved in the war. They feel their magic
is failing and this may all be linked somehow.”

“All of what?” Daniel asked.

“All of this,” Kile said. “The Maligar, the
shadows, the Heart of Nilak, the return of the Alva, the appearance
of the Valgar, even the rise of the Sons of Terrabin. There are too
many coincidences for things not to be related.”

“You actually think the Sons of Terrabin
have something to do with the failing magic or the return of the
Alva?”

“I don’t know. Maybe not directly, but I
think there’s some connection.”

Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll give
you the others, but the Sons, I think that’s stretching it a
little.”

“I’m only saying it seems odd that they
would take this moment to make their move.”

“I don’t know. I don’t see the Sons as much
of a threat. Personally, I think the whole thing is blown out of
proportion, and even if it isn’t, is it really all that bad? Think
about it. Even you have to agree, the Hunter’s Guild could use a
little improving.”

Before Kile could reply, the door to the
cabin opened and Lothran walked in. The large man looked down at
Thomas and whispered something under his breath followed by a
simple hand gesture, before acknowledging either of the
Hunters.

“The captain and Master Heaney want you out
on deck,” he told them. “I’ll watch Tom while you’re gone.”

Daniel was a little hesitant but eventually
stood. “Make sure he’s comfortable. There isn’t much more you can
do for him,” he told the cook.

Lothran nodded and took a seat by the wall
on the other side of the room. Daniel placed his hand on Thomas’s
forehead. Kile could smell the magic as thin strands of blue light
emanated from the healer’s fingers. It smelled like a summer rain,
refreshing and rejuvenating. It was probably some spell to energize
the fallen sailor, but Kile could have told him it wasn’t going to
do any good. It wasn’t the only thing she could smell. The Lasting
had already come and gone. Once outside, Kile could breathe a
little easier. She never liked being that close to the Lasting. It
was like a physical presence at times. She tried to shake off the
feeling as she followed Daniel across the deck.

Most of the crew, those who were not on
duty, were crammed on the forecastle. With this many people on the
bow of the ship, it was a wonder the Charlotte didn’t
nosedive into the ocean. Kile squeezed herself between two sailors
to reach the rail. When she did, she got her first good look at the
island. It wasn’t what she expected, and from the whispers of the
crew, it wasn’t what they expected either.

Shenataesi was dead.

The island was a lifeless landmass. There
was no greenery; only twisted, naked trees stretched along a barren
landscape. It reminded Kile of the wastelands, and since the Heart
of Nilak was supposed to restore the wastelands, it didn’t look
promising.

“Come away, back to your posts,” the Captain
ordered.

Most of the crew were all too eager to turn
away from the dead island. The morale, which had once seemed so
high on reaching their destination, was now at an all-time low.

Kile closed her eyes and, falling into her
Edge, stretched her consciousness to the shores of Shenataesi.
Although she sensed no natural life, the island wasn’t as dead as
it looked. There was a presence there, lingering just out of reach.
If she didn’t know any better, she would have sworn it was trying
to hide from her.

“Kile, come on.” Daniel touched her
shoulder.

When she turned around, he quickly removed
his hand and stumbled backward.

“What’s the matter with you?” she asked and
remembered: it was the whole yellow eye thing again. She thought
Daniel would have become used to it by now, but it always freaked
him out. Closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, she calmed her
mind the way the mystics taught her.

“Is this better?” she asked when she looked
at him again.

“Much,” he said.

“I don’t know why it bothers you. It doesn’t
bother me, anymore.”

“Because it’s not normal, Ki. How many
people do you know who have glow-in-the-dark eyes?”

“A lot of animals have eye-shine.”

“But you’re not an animal.”

Kile decided not to argue the merits of that
particular statement.

“Come on,” Daniel said, as he headed to the
ladder. “Heaney wants us.”

She followed him down to the main deck where
the company gathered.

“Now that we’re all here”—Heaney looked
around the group—“we’ve got a bit of planning to do. Captain Dotol
is looking for a place to anchor the Charlotte. There are
still repairs to be done before we risk returning through the
stormwall. That will give us enough time to search the island.
Elmac, Creech, Galan, Darfin, and I will seek out this temple if it
exists. Boraro, I want you to help Jasa and Durra Squad set up a
base of operations on the beach. The island doesn’t look inhabited,
but we can’t be too careful. Hopefully, we won’t be here for
long.”

“What about me?” Kile asked.

“I want you and Daniel to stay on the ship.
Help out where you can.”

“Get bent.”

“I beg ya pardon.”

“I did not come all this way to be left
behind. I am not staying on this ship while you guys get to walk on
dry land. I’m going.”

“Look, Kile, we don’t exactly know what’s on
the island. It could be dangerous.”

“Master Heaney, despite my gender, I am
still a Hunter, a Certified Level Three Hunter, to be exact. I may
not be all that useful on a ship, but I know my way around the
wild. I’ve survived the wastelands, lived through the siege of
Moran, and fought the Minotaur of Calder Falls… twice. I think I’ve
proven myself quite capable of handling what’s out there.”

“Okay, okay, I get the point,” Heaney said.
“You and Daniel can come along.”

Daniel cautiously raised his hand. “Excuse
me, sir. I’m quite happy staying on the ship.”

Heaney turned slowly and looked at him.
There was a silent exchange between them, one Kile had seen before.
It was the same knowing look Elmac gave Heaney, the same one Heaney
gave Boraro. Each time the topic of conversation was her. Was there
something she was missing?

“Yes, sir,” Daniel said with a reluctant
nod. “I understand.”

“We should all get some rest while we still
can,” Heaney added.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Kile lay in her hammock, staring at the
ceiling. There was no way she was going to fall asleep. She was too
excited. She’d been cooped up on the ship for far too long. The
mere thought of walking on solid ground was energizing enough. She
was ready to swim out to the island if they delayed any longer.

“Danny, you still awake?” she spoke down to
the hammock below her.

“Yeah, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s just… I wanted to say I’m
sorry about Thomas,” she said, although it wasn’t what she wanted
to talk about.

“It’s okay. You said it yourself, it’s the
way things are.”

“Yeah, but still…”

“Look, Ki. Can we change the subject? I
don’t feel like talking about it.”

“Yeah. Okay. So… what do you think we’ll
find on the island?”

“A whole lot of nothing would be my
guess.”

“Aren’t you at least a little bit excited? I
mean, this is an island no one has been on for quite some time. A
lost temple. A magical artifact. This could be an incredible
discovery. Who knows, we may even get our portraits hung in the
Great Hall.”

“Is that really what you want?”

“Yeah, why not? In a way, it would be kind
of cool to be hanging in the Great Hall with all the other notable
Hunters. It would be nice to have a little recognition for a
change, you know before I leave the Guild.”

Daniel leaned out of his hammock. “You’re
leaving the Guild? When did this happen?”

“I’ve been thinking about it for a while,”
she said. “You’d be surprised what you think about when you’re
standing in the crow’s nest, staring out at the ocean all day. I
think this will be my last mission.”

“And what? I mean, if you’re no longer a
Hunter, where will you go? What will you do?”

“I thought I’d travel a bit. See some of the
other provinces. Maybe even visit Balaa. I’ve heard it’s a place
you have to see at least once.”

“But, I thought you always wanted to be a
Hunter.”

“I did. I was, now… things change. Besides,
you know what Sir Oblum said. I have a feeling if I don’t leave,
I’ll be forced out. At least if I leave, I leave on my own
terms.”

Daniel laughed. “So, you honestly believe
all that stuff about the Sons of Terrabin and members disappearing
or being forced out?”

“You don’t?”

“No. Of course not.”

“But Sir Oblum said…”

“Come on, Ki. You saw him. He’s nothing but
an old drunk these days. The Guild could have kicked him out in
disgrace, but instead, they offer him an easy retirement and he
sees a conspiracy. He’s a bitter old man with no place to go.”

“Well, what about Master Adams?”

“What about him? He probably asked to be
transferred to the archives, you know him. He always had his nose
buried in a book. Besides, we don’t even know if that’s where he
is.”

“And Master Latherby.”

“Really? Latherby? He wasn’t wrapped too
tight to begin with. It was probably for the good of the Guild they
replaced him.”

“Maybe.”

“Come on, Ki. There is no conspiracy, no
hidden agenda. You’re being paranoid. There’s nothing there.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“Sure I’m right.”

“One more thing. What did you mean when you
told Heaney you understood?”

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

“You know, up top, when Heaney was giving
out orders. You wanted to stay on the ship, but when he looked at
you, you changed your mind and agreed to go. You said you
understood. I was wondering what it was you understood.”

“I… you know, I… I understood what he
wanted. He wanted me to go with them when they explore the island,
that’s all. Probably because of my Edge, you know… the island could
be dangerous. It wouldn’t hurt to have a healer along.”

“Possibly, but originally, he wanted you to
stay on the ship with me. Only when I said I was going, did he want
you to come as well. Why does he want you to keep an eye on
me?”

“Ki, come on. You’re being paranoid again.
I’m starting to wonder what they did to you in the Tower.”

“Is it because of my feral episodes, or is
it something else? What are they worried about?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Ki.
That’s nonsense. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get
a little sleep before we explore the
island. Taking care of Thomas has drained me.”

Kile knew that was the end of the
conversation. She might not have gotten any straight answers, but
at least she was on the right track.
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Heaney and Creech guided the longboat up onto the
beach as Kile finally set foot on dry land. Having been on the ship
for so long, it was strange walking on solid ground again. She was
positive now, she was not meant for life on the sea.

As she walked inland from the beach, a strange
feeling crept over her. It was a dark and heavy feeling, almost
like the Lasting but more permanent. The island seemed hostile. It
was warning them, telling them to leave. It was letting them know
they weren’t welcome. The trees weren’t merely naked and twisted,
they were writhing in agony as if they had been tortured throughout
their lifetime. She would even go as far to say they were screaming
in pain. It was times like these she was grateful she couldn’t
communicate with the foliage.

Kile slowly approached one of the trees, and the
closer she got the stronger the feeling grew. Bracing herself for
the worst, she placed her hand on it, but there was nothing. The
bark was black, but it wasn’t burned, it was almost as if the very
life of the tree was sucked out, leaving behind a dry husk. When
she touched it, it crumbled in her hand. It was as dead as the rest
of the island. Maybe it was for the better, she thought. The tree
couldn’t feel anything anymore.

“What do you think, Vesper?” she asked the
yarrow.

-Don’t like. Wrong,- he whispered.

“I know what you mean. There is something about this
place, something familiar.”

Closing her eyes and falling into her Edge, Kile
stretched her consciousness into the forest. There was definitely
something out there on the edge of her senses. The farther she
reached, the more it pulled away from her. It was the same feeling
she had on the ship. Something was hiding from her. Opening her
eyes, she stared into the darkness.

Were the shadows moving?

“Don’t go too far,” Heaney called from the beach.
“We don’t know what’s out there.”

“I don’t suppose anything is out there,” Elmac said.
“It doesn’t look as if anyone’s been here for some time.”

“Still, we proceed with caution. We can’t be too
careful.”

Kile turned away from the forest and headed back to
where the others were. Heaney was running his hands through the
sand while Creech stared blankly out into space. Daniel seemed
nervous and was walking around in circles while Elmac was mumbling
something, his eyes closed. As for the Alva, they stood off to one
side, watching the strange antics of the vir. She had to admit, it
did seem odd, but she understood what they were doing.

Heaney was reading the earth. She knew that because
she had seen Master Folkstaff do the same thing. She wasn’t sure
how good Heaney was, but Folkstaff could tell if something as small
as a squirrel passed anywhere within a mile of where he was
standing, even if it was a week ago. As for Creech, he was
influenced by the sphere of air. She didn’t know what particular
skills he had, but she’d worked with a few air Hunters before. Some
could see and hear from great distances, so she figured he was
simply listening for anything that might make a sound on the
island. With Elmac, there was no telling what the mystic was doing,
but the colors emanating from his fingers were in shades of green
and yellow. It meant he was trying to control both earth and air
magic at the same time. Finally, there was Daniel, who was simply
walking around in circles.

Heaney got to his feet and slapped the sand from his
hands. “Report,” he said, to no one in particular.

“I can’t hear anything out of the ordinary,” Creech
said. “Besides us, there doesn’t seem to be anyone else on this
island. As for seeing anything, the beach doesn’t give me a good
vantage point. We’ll have to seek higher ground.”

“I agree,” Elmac added. “I wasn’t able to detect any
forms of life or magic. If the Heart of Nilak is here, it is well
hidden.”

“Well, nothing’s crossed this beach or moved in this
area for quite some time, if ever.” Heaney said. “It appears we are
alone for now. What say ya, Veller?”

“Sorry.” She hadn’t expected to be called on.

“I assume ya did your own reading or scanning or
whatever it is ya do.”

“Oh, well… yeah, I guess I did.”

“Well, out with it. What do ya have to report?”

She glanced at Creech and Elmac. She didn’t want to
contradict them. They had more experience than she did but she knew
what she knew.

“I don’t think we are alone,” she said cautiously as
she watched their expressions. “I feel something, although I can
quite make contact with it. It seems to pull back when I try.”

“What, ya mean like an animal?” Heaney asked.

“Sort of. But animals don’t usually shy away when I
reach out to them. It’s not like they can detect me… detecting
them. It’s hard to explain.”

Elmac mumbled something under his breath while
stroking his beard. She was sure the mystic was going to dismiss
her fears as Boraro had done countless times before. Yet another
girl jumping at shadows.

Instead, he looked at her with a quizzical
expression. “Are you saying there is something on this island that
exists on the same level of consciousness as you?”

“Say what?”

The mystic sighed. “Is there something on this
island that can detect you?”

“I never thought of it that way… but I guess…
yeah.”

It only made sense. If something could avoid her, it
had to know she was there. That was a scary thought.

“If that’s true,” Elmac addressed Heaney, “we must
be on the right island.”

“Are ya sure, mystic?”

“If my research is accurate, then yes, I am
positive.”

A grim expression crossed Heaney’s face as he stared
into the forest. “Very well then. We must proceed with caution, and
Kile, I must advise ya not to use ya Edge while we are on this
island.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Just promise me ya will avoid using ya Edge.”

“Of course, yes,” she said, but it wasn’t that easy.
Her Edge didn’t exactly work the way theirs did. It wasn’t
something she could turn off or stop using on a whim. It was always
on, always functioning. Didn’t talking to Vesper constitute using
her Edge?

“Creech, I want ya to head for that cliff over
yonder, see if ya can reach it. Ya should be able to get a better
view of the island from there.”

“Sounds like a plan,” the Hunter said, grabbing his
pack from the boat.

“Take Daniel with ya,” Heaney added.

“You sure about that?” Creech asked.

“Sir, I can wait here for Master Boraro…”

“It’ll be fine, Danny. Mystic Elmac will wait for
Master Boraro. Ya go with Master Creech.”

“Come on, Kid.” Creech grinned. “Maybe you’ll learn
something.”

Daniel looked to Kile for help, but there wasn’t
much she could do.

“Galan, Darfin, why don’t ya two head down the
beach.” Heaney pointed in the opposite direction he sent Creech.
“See what you can see, but don’t go too far. If the Alva ever made
it to this island, they may have left some signs.”

“As you wish,” Galan said with a slight bow.

Darfin said nothing.

Kile watched the Alva follow the coastline east
while Daniel and Creech headed west. She might have been able to
convince Heaney to bring her to the island, but it didn’t look as
if she was going to leave the beach.

“You’ll be all right here?” Heaney asked Elmac. The
mystic was already unloading supplies from the boat.

“Of course I will.”

“Master Boraro and Durra Squad should be along
shortly. Have them set up camp here. It’s as good a place as any.
Let Garret know what’s happening, but have him stay put. I don’t
want us spread all over the island, especially when we don’t know
what we’re up against.”

“Yes, of course, but watch your back, Heaney. If
what she says is true…”

“I understand.” He grabbed his pack from the boat
and started walking inland. Before he reached the edge of the
forest, he turned around. “Well, aren’t ya coming?” he asked
Kile.

“Me?”

“Ya see anybody else? Unless ya have someplace else
to go.”

“No, sir.” Grabbing her own pack out of the boat,
she ran to catch up to Heaney.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


The forest was as dark and grim as it looked from
the beach, only now it was all around them. The strange feeling
Kile had was even stronger, and it seemed to radiate from the trees
as if they were trying to expel the malady that poisoned them.

Heaney stopped every few feet to read the earth, but
it was pointless since the readings were always the same. Nothing
passed this way for quite some time. Dusting the earth from his
hands, he stood up and stared out into the forest.

“Something not right,” he said.

“It’s too quiet,” Kile replied.

“Yeah, it is, isn’t it?”

“There aren’t any animals. No birds, no insects.
Nothing. Even the wastelands back home weren’t this bad.”

“Ya didn’t…”

“No, I don’t have to use my Edge. I’ve been in the
wild long enough to know what it’s supposed to feel like, and this
feels… dead.”

“We should probably head back. Master Boraro will
have base camp set up by now.”

“We haven’t been out all that long.”

“It’s no use, Kile. Without any direction, we’re
wasting our time. We should go back and regroup. Maybe Creech
caught sight of something from the cliff, assuming he reached
it.”

“There is one thing I can try, sir.”

“Ya not to use ya Edge. Is that clear? If something
can detect ya, it’s probably not a good idea to let it know we’re
here.”

“I’m afraid it already knows.”

“That may be, but still…”

“Sir, my Edge doesn’t work like yours. For starters,
I can’t just stop using it, but I might be able to use it in a way
that can’t be detected.”

“And how’s that?”

“Well, on myself… kinda.”

“I don’t know, Kile. It could be dangerous.”

“Coming to this island was dangerous.”

Heaney laughed. “Ya got a point there.” He hesitated
for a moment. “Okay, what do ya have to do?”

“Let myself go,” she said, closing her eyes.

It was liberating to release her feral side. Sort of
like donning an impenetrable armor of protection, only this armor
exposed her to the world around her. The first thing she noticed
was the air. It was dry and stale, there was no life, no scent,
other than the lingering smell of death and the rather pungent odor
of the vir behind her. The only sounds she heard were those of the
wind as it whispered through the decaying trees. That, and of
course, the heavy breathing of the vir behind her.

He was distracting.

As she gave herself over to her feral side, she
wanted to shed her vir trappings and run free through the forest.
Unfortunately, she didn’t think Master Heaney would understand. A
little more control, she thought.

“Are you okay, Kile?” Heaney asked from a safe
distance.

She held her hand up to silence him before slowly
turning around. She wasn’t turning to look at him but to listen to
the wind. There was a slight change in the tone. It was a hollow
sound, like the sound of someone blowing over the open mouth of a
bottle, only this was a very large bottle.

“This way,” she said but didn’t wait to see if he
would follow. She simply took off through the forest.

It was great to run again as she nimbly maneuvered
between the trees. How she missed the open spaces and the freedom
of the wild. It had been hard being cooped up on that ship over the
last few weeks. She knew she had to get back on it, if only to get
home, but for now, she was free.

Pausing for a moment, she listened to the wind
before adjusting her course. The vir behind her was losing ground.
She considered stopping and waiting for him to catch up, but there
wasn’t any point since she was nearing the source of the strange
sound.

It was a big hole in the side of a small hill, large
enough for two men to enter side by side. Angled down, the path
beyond descended deep into the earth. The opening was almost a
perfect circle edged with interlocking stones, similar to the ones
she had seen in the wastelands. Kile stepped through the opening,
and although she couldn’t see far in the dark, she could make out
the same interlocking stone pattern on the walls, as well as the
floor.

“What do you think, Vesper? Do they look
familiar?”

-Still don’t like,- the yarrow said, and in his
words, she saw shifting shadows and the strange shapes moving
beyond them.

“Can you sense something?”

-Don’t know. Something here.-

“For crying out loud, did ya have to run all the
way?” Heaney braced himself against the entrance to the tunnel. The
Hunter was doubled over, trying to catch his breath.

“I thought a seasoned Hunter such as yourself would
be in better shape,” she said.

“Ya could at least pretend to be winded.”

“When you catch your breath, take a look at
this.”

Heaney stepped into the tunnel and ran his hands
along the wall. “I don’t need my Edge to tell this isn’t
natural.”

“When we were in the wastelands last year, we had to
pass through an underground aqueduct. The stonework was similar to
this.”

“Ya think there’s a connection?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Kile said,
starting down the tunnel.

Heaney grabbed her arm. “Hold on there, Hunter.
Let’s not be too hasty.”

“But this must be the place.”

“It may be, but we can’t go running off like
empty-headed cadets. We go back and we regroup.”

Kile looked down into the dark of the tunnel. There
was something down there, something she had to know, but Heaney was
right. If they ran into any trouble, there would be no help. Nobody
else knew where they were. How long would it take for someone else
to find the opening?

“I suppose you’re right,” she reluctantly
agreed.

“Of course I am. I’m a seasoned Hunter, remember?
Besides, the cave isn’t going anywhere.”

Kile moved away from the entrance. She suddenly
stopped and turned back to listen.

“What’s the matter?” Heaney asked.

She stared into the darkness. “Did you hear
that?”

“Hear what?”

“You didn’t just hear someone laughing?”

“Laughing? No, I didn’t hear anything. Maybe it was
the wind.”

“Yeah… yeah, I guess that’s what it was.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


When Kile and Heaney finally got back to the beach,
it was a full-blown base camp. Tents were pitched and campfires
were lit. Sailors sat around laughing and drinking while Lothran
cooked up one of his stews.

Boraro was the first to get up when he saw them
approach. “We were about the send out a search party, but we didn’t
want to interrupt anything.” He grinned mischievously.

“Stow it, Garret,” Heaney said. Clearly he was not
in the mood for the Hunter’s jokes. “The fact is, we found the
temple.”

Elmac jumped to his feet. “You found it? Where?”

“It’s only about a mile in.” Heaney jerked a thumb
over his shoulder. “Hard to find, unless ya knew what you were
looking for.”

“I didn’t see anything,” Creech said from where he
was sitting beside the fire. “We made it all the way to the cliff’s
face, and I didn’t see anything on the island that even remotely
resembled a temple.”

“Ya wouldn’t have,” Heaney said. “It’s
underground.”

Boraro gave him a sideways glance. “Underground?
Like what, it fell into a large hole? Are we going to have to dig
for this artifact?”

“Not likely,” Heaney said. “There’s an opening on
the far side of the island. It leads down into the earth, and by
the feel of it, quite some distance. Completely man-made.”

“Are you sure?” Elmac asked. His mood, since
arriving on the island, seemed to have improved.

“Positive.” Heaney set his pack down and took a seat
beside the fire.

Galan joined him. “It would appear you were more
successful in your mission than we were in ours.”

“So, ya found nothing along the beach?”

“As if there was anything for us to find,” Darfin
said.

Galan looked up at his companion. “I’m sure Master
Heaney has no intention of wasting our time. He clearly believed we
could find some of the answers we seek.”

“Do you truly believe that, brother?” the
white-haired Alva asked.

“I do. Don’t you?”

Darfin said nothing and simply turned and walked
away.

“I am sorry, Master Heaney, you must forgive my
kin.”

“There is nothing to forgive, Galan. We have all
been through a lot and now that the journey may be halfway over, I
can understand Darfin wishing to see it completed.”

“Yes, the Alva have prayed for this day for many
years. To think we are on the verge of reclaiming that which was
once ours.”

“I would not be so quick to celebrate,” Elmac
remarked when he joined them. “We do not have the Heart of Nilak
yet, and there are still many things we need to know about.”

“I understand your skepticism, Mystic. But you will
understand when you see it,” Galan said. “That will have to wait
until tomorrow when we are better prepared,” Heaney added.

Kile listened to the exchange for as long as she
could. When they started getting into the details about what they
would do when they got it home and how they would turn a wasteland
into a thriving forest, she had to walk away. As her father would
say, you cannot harvest what you don’t sow. They didn’t even have
the Heart of Nilak, and yet they were discussing the best way to
use it. They weren’t even sure it was on the island, although Elmac
seemed pretty positive.

It shouldn’t bother her, what they did with it. As
far as she was concerned, her contract with the crown ended on
their return. She would go as far as accompanying them to the Guild
Hall in Littenbeck, where she would request payment and officially
resign. She was sure of it now—it was the best thing for her. After
that, well, things got a little fuzzy. She told Daniel she might
visit Balaa, but the truth was, she had no interest in going there.
She thought about returning home to see her brother one last time,
even though it wasn’t her home anymore. It would be nice to see the
only family she had left, before, maybe, possibly, attempting to
cross the wastelands. Of course, that left several loose ends,
especially the one named Roland.

“You all right?”

Daniel was sitting in front of one of the tents,
going through the contents of his medical bag when she nearly
walked past him. He had all his vials, ointments, herbs, and
bandages laid out in neat little rows as he took an inventory of
his stock.

“Are you all right?” he asked again. “You look a
little dazed.”

“No, I’m fine. I was just thinking.”

“Well, thinking like that usually gets you into
trouble.”

“Tell me about it.”

He laughed and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I
hope you don’t mind. We’re sharing a tent.”

“Oh, well, yeah, I guess that’s okay.”

Looking at the small tent behind him, she was
uneasy. It wasn’t the first time they shared close sleeping
quarters. Although she had to admit he was acting a little strange
lately. Grim’s comment about him being jealous kept moving itself
to the front of her mind. She never thought of Daniel as anything
but a close friend yet didn’t know what he thought of her.

Normally she would have gone off by herself, thrown
a blanket on the ground, and slept outside under the stars, but the
forests of Shenataesi weren’t terribly inviting.

“So, did I hear right? You actually found a temple?”
Daniel asked.

“Well, I wouldn’t go as far as calling it a temple.
It was more like an artificial cave.”

“Are you sure it’s artificial?”

“It had the same interlocking stones as the aqueduct
we used to pass under the city in the wastelands.”

“And you think there’s a connection?”

“There has to be, although I don’t know what. It
seems the more I think about it, the more questions I come up
with.”

Daniel put the vials, ointments, herbs, and bandages
back into his pack. “I wouldn’t waste too much time worrying about
it.”

“Why’s that?”

“Come on, Ki. It doesn’t concern us now, does it? I
mean, there are more experienced people, farther up the ladder, who
handle those sorts of problems.”

“Yeah, I guess, but doesn’t any of this bother
you?”

“Like what?”

“Well, like who put the Heart of Nilak here, and why
here, and if this artifact can transform the wastelands into a lush
green forest, why is this place so dead?”

“I don’t know.” Daniel shrugged, closing his pack.
“As I said, it doesn’t concern us.”

“Doesn’t it? Haven’t you even wondered why we’re
here?”

“We were summoned to help find the Heart. What else
is there?”

“Yeah, but why you, why me?”

Daniel looked up at her and laughed. “What do you
mean, why you? Kile, you were the one who got the ship through the
storm, and you were the one who led us to this island, and it was
you and Heaney who found the temple. How can you still question
your attachment to the expedition?”

“That’s just it. Everything I did, I wasn’t supposed
to do.”

“Say what?”

“Don’t you remember? Elmac didn’t want my help
during the storm and he didn’t want me up in the crow’s nest
guiding the ship. As for finding the temple, I was specifically
told not to use my Edge. Every time I tried to help, I was told not
to. The fact I could help at all was because the original plans
kind of fell through. It seems like everything from finding a way
through the storm, to finding the island, to finding the temple
brought me to this exact place, almost as if… I’m supposed to be
here.”

“That’s what I said, you were supposed to be in the
company.”

“That’s not what I mean, Danny. It’s like something
other than the expedition led me to this island.”

“What, like the Heart of Nilak is calling out to
you?” His voice held sarcasm.

“No, of course not.”

“Look, Ki, you’re overthinking things again. The
world is not as complicated as you keep making it out to be. It’s
simple. We are here. We will retrieve the Heart tomorrow, and we
will be gone.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“Well, regardless of what brought us here and why,
I’m going to bed, and I suggest, as your doctor, you do the same.”
He pulled back the flap of the tent. “Stop worrying about what you
have no control over.”

He was right—she knew that, but it still didn’t ease
the feeling that something wanted her on this island. Now all she
had to do was figure out why.
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They arrived back at the cave, early that morning.
It wasn’t as difficult to find the second time around. Elmac
studied the interlocking stone threshold while Creech strained to
listen for any sounds coming from within the tunnel. Heaney did a
few more earth readings around the perimeter while Boraro casually
stood watch. Galan and Darfin seemed almost excited, or as excited
as two Alva, who show few emotions to begin with, can seem. Kile
sat with Daniel off to one side, wishing to get the whole thing
over with. Now that they were on the verge of entering the temple,
she was a little apprehensive. She knew what she heard yesterday,
even if Heaney didn’t. Something was laughing down there, and she
was afraid she could guess what it was.

The mystic stood and stepped away from the cave. “I
can’t detect any magic or any form of protective wards.”

“So, it’s clear?” Boraro asked.

“As clear as I can tell, but we can’t be too
careful. There’s no knowing what tricks or traps the Orceen left
for us.”

“Then maybe the Orceen should go first,” Boraro
said, looking at Kile.

Was that why they brought her along, because of her
Orceen blood?

“I don’t think that would be necessary,” Heaney said
as he came around the side of the hill. He was still wiping the
dirt from his hands.

“I agree,” Elmac said. “From everything I’ve read on
the Orceen, they were not a violent or malicious species. I don’t
think there is anything too dangerous we have to worry about.”

“They were kin to the Ogre and fought alongside them
during the Mudd Wars.” Creech said.

Elmac pointed at the Hunter. “That has never been
proven.”

“Care to wager your life on that, Mystic?” Boraro
grinned. “Maybe you should go first.”

“It is not his decision, nor is it yours, Garret,”
Heaney said.

The white-haired Alva stepped forward. “But Master
Boraro brought up a good point. If the female is of Orceen blood,
should we not use every weapon in our arsenal to achieve our
victory?”

“Her name is Kile, Master Darfin, and this can
hardly be called a victory. We are not fighting a battle, we are
simply recovering an artifact.”

“You may not be fighting a battle, sir, but we Alva
have been fighting for our survival for far too long.”

“I understand your need to see this through.”

“How can you? Your home was not taken from you. You
were not set adrift from the land of your fathers. You know nothing
of our plight.”

Boraro laughed. “If you put that much faith in a
silly little trinket, elf, you’re already lost.”

Darfin made a sudden move toward the Hunter, his
hand going to the hilt of his Lann. Boraro’s sword was already in
his hand. Heaney was quick enough to get between them.

“Enough,” he shouted, pushing them back.

Galan pulled his companion away. “This is solving
nothing,” he said. “Are we to kill ourselves on the threshold of
our goal while our enemies laugh?”

“Nobody is killing anyone,” Heaney said, trying to
calm both sides down.

“If you ask me,” Creech said from behind Boraro, “I
say, let the elves go first if they want it so badly.”

“Only over the blood of a vir,” Darfin
cursed.

“Oh, for crying out loud!” Kile jumped to her feet.
“This is why I prefer to work alone.” She stormed past the
combatants and entered the cave.

She was surprised nobody tried to stop her and she
was nearly fifty feet down the tunnel before she realized she
wasn’t even looking for obstacles or traps, not that she could see
anything in the darkness. Slowing down, she let a bit of her feral
side come out. It wouldn’t do to stumble blindly into a situation
where she would need help, especially when she made the comment
about working alone. Although, she didn’t think there would be any
obstacles since everything was leading her to this one place. It
was almost as if she was meant to find the Heart of Nilak. She
wasn’t sure if that made her feel comfortable or scared the life
out of her.

“You sense anything, Vesper?” she asked the yarrow,
who was busy sniffing the air around them. She couldn’t smell
anything, but she knew his nose was far more sensitive.

-Damp, nothing alive.-

Somehow, that wasn’t very reassuring.

“It’s a shame we don’t have a few bats with us. It
would be nice to see where we’re going.”

No sooner had she complained, when the halls lit up
around her. She spun around to see a lantern coming down the
tunnel, held high above Heaney’s head.

“A rather impetuous maneuver,” he said when he got
closer.

Kile wasn’t sure if he was praising her actions or
reprimanding her. “I was fed up listening to you guys bickering up
there.”

“Still, one does not run headlong into danger to end
an argument.”

“The only danger I saw was out there. It’s simply a
matter of time before Master Boraro and the Alva come to
blows.”

“Yes, it has been getting a bit tense since we
arrived.”

Kile couldn’t help but notice a look of concern on
the Hunter’s face. He was hiding something from her. There was
definitely something going on, something she wasn’t supposed to
know about.

“Go on, lead the way.” Heaney handed her the
lantern.

Kile willingly accepted the light and continued down
into the depth of the earth. With the lantern to light her way, she
felt a little safer. It chased away the shadow and laid bare the
interlocking stone floor. The tunnel, even in its simplicity, was a
marvelous architectural feat and must have taken years to build. It
descended another sixty or seventy feet before it finally opened
into a large chamber. Kile held the lantern up as high as she
could, but the light never reached the far wall.

Heaney stepped past her into the room. “This is
incredible.”

Incredible wasn’t the word she would have used. She
was thinking more along the lines of “familiar.”

“Master Heaney, stop.”

“What is it?” Heaney turned to face her.

Kile held the lantern up as she approached him. The
light spread across the floor and finished at the edge of a large
pit. Heaney was two steps away from falling in.

“How did ya know?” he asked.

“I’ve been here before.”

“What do ya mean? When have ya been here?”

“A few ages ago,” Kile answered, before cautiously
moving past him to stand at the edge of the pit.

She had been in this room before, or at least that’s
how it felt. When she touched the mind of the Valgar, this was the
place they showed her. The dark room, the writing on the walls and,
of course, the pit. She was drawn to that darkness even now. She
had to see what was down there, or who was down there.

Kneeling at the edge, she held the lantern over the
opening and peered into the darkness, but all she could see was the
darkness. There was nothing down there, and she couldn’t even see
the bottom. She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed. It
wasn’t that she wanted to see what she feared, but if she had seen
it, it would give credence to her fears.

“Ya all right?” Heaney asked.

Kile moved back from the edge. “Yeah, I suppose
so.”

“What did ya mean, ya were here before?”

“It’s nothing.” She shook her head. “A piece of a
dream, I guess.”

“If ya know what’s good for ya, I wouldn’t say
anything more about it, especially not to Mystic Elmac.”

Kile looked up at the Hunter. “Why? What’s actually
going on here?”

“I don’t know, not all of it anyway.”

“What do you know?”

“Look, Kile, whatever ya do—”

The world suddenly lit up as a large ball of light
floated into the room and drifted up to the center of the ceiling.
It painted all the surfaces with a soft blue glow revealing the
full size of the chamber, a perfect circle nearly fifty feet in
diameter with the pit in the center. Sixteen ribs ran down from the
peak to the floor and all the walls were covered with a series of
strange markings, some of which appeared to be pictures.

The Valgar had shown her all of this.

“When we didn’t hear anything from you, we figured
you must have reached the bottom,” Elmac said as he entered. The
rest of the company was behind him.

“We were about to head back up when we discovered
the pit,” Heaney said.

“Interesting,” Elmac remarked, looking over the
edge. He dropped a smaller ball of light into the opening and
watched as it was swallowed up by the darkness.

“You think this Heart of Nilak might be down there?”
Daniel asked.

“That would be my guess,” the mystic answered.

“Unfortunately, there doesn’t appear to be anyplace
else it can be,” Heaney said as he started to walk the perimeter of
the room.

“So, that’s it?” Boraro asked. “We go down, we grab
it, and we bring it back?”

“Yes, if only it was that easy,” the mystic
replied.

Kile moved away from the edge of the pit, leaving it
to the others to settle how to recover the artifact. She was more
interested in the walls of the chamber, or specifically, the
writing on the walls. She couldn’t help but feel she should be able
to read it. Each line, each drawing seemed eerily familiar, and yet
she knew she had never seen anything like them before. Even when
she viewed the room through the mind of the Valgar, she was never
able to read the wall, although she somehow knew the writing was
there.

“Can you read it?” Daniel asked when he came up
behind her.

“No, but I feel like I should be able to.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I don’t know. You don’t think the Orceen wrote
this, do you?”

“I don’t think it matters one way or the other,”
Daniel answered. “We’re not here to learn about the temple, just to
recover an artifact.”

“But what if it’s instructions or maybe a
warning.”

“A warning? A warning about what?”

“About the Heart. Maybe they wrote why it’s
here.”

Daniel shook his head. “Nah, I don’t think so. It’s
probably nothing, and even it if is, it’s not like we’ll be able to
interpret it before we leave.”

“Yeah, but still…”

“Come on, Ki. Elmac needs us over by the pit.”

She watched him walk away. There was a time Daniel
would have been as curious about the writing as she was, if not
more so. Where did that Daniel go?

Kile headed over to the pit where the others were
now watching her.

“We have a bit of a problem,” Elmac said when she
got closer. “Master Creech has informed me there isn’t enough room
in the pit for him to perform his air-walking skill.”

“Okay,” Kile said nervously. She didn’t like where
this was going.

“We’ve come up with a simple solution, one that
requires your assistance.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“It’s simple,” the mystic said with an uneasy grin.
“We lower you down into the pit with a rope. You acquire the Heart
of Nilak, and we pull you back up. See? Simple.”

“You want to lower me into that pit?” she asked.

“That’s right.”

“You’re mad.”

“We won’t force ya to do it, Kile,” Heaney added.
“But ya the smallest and the lightest.”

Kile looked at Daniel who was standing beside Master
Boraro. Her friend diverted his eyes. He couldn’t look at her.
Something was not right.

“And if I refuse, what then?”

“I suppose one of us will have to go instead,”
Heaney said. “I guess Daniel would technically be the next
choice.”

“Me?” Daniel squeaked. He looked terrified.

“Ya are lighter than the rest of us,” Heaney
said.

“No. Mystic Elmac and I probably weigh about the
same.”

“That might be true, but Elmac is not a Hunter—you
are.”

“Yeah, but…”

“I’ll go,” Kile said in defeat. “There’s no need to
threaten me with sending Daniel. You know he’s not a field
Hunter.”

“I’m sorry, Ki,” Heaney said. “That’s the way it’s
gotta be.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


With a rope tied around her waist and her feet
dangling over the edge of the pit, Kile was beginning to have
second thoughts. Would they really send Daniel if she refused to
go? Daniel wasn’t much lighter than any of the others. Creech was
only slightly heavier, and why did it matter? With Boraro and
Heaney on the other end of the rope, any member of the company
could have gone.

It was her paranoia, she kept telling herself. She
was overthinking again. Ever since Sir Oblum had told her about the
Sons of Terrabin, she was seeing them in every shadow, or at least
every shadow that wasn’t infested by the Maligar.

“You ready?” Heaney asked.

“No, but does it matter?” she said.

“You’ll be all right,” he kept telling her. The
first time was when they tested the rope, next when they tied it
around her waist, and at last, when she approached the edge of the
pit. The problem was, each time he said it, it sounded less
sincere.

“When you have the Heart of Nilak, tug three times
on the rope and we’ll pull you up,” Elmac instructed.

Daniel stood across the pit from her, Vesper cradled
in his hands. “Be careful,” he said as if she needed to be
told.

“I’m ready,” she said, more to convince herself than
anyone else.

She took a deep breath and held it, before turning
around and carefully lowering herself over the edge. Boraro and
Heaney kept the rope taut while she made her way down into the pit.
It was a slow descent. There were few handholds in the walls, and
she was reluctant to rely too heavily on the rope. She knew Heaney
would keep a tight grip, but she wasn’t too sure about Master
Boraro. With the history they shared, he might accidentally let go
of the rope at the most inopportune time.

She was about thirty feet down when she reached the
bottom. The ground looked solid enough until she stepped on it. It
wasn’t that it couldn’t support her, it simply wasn’t there. With
nothing under her feet, she lost her grip on the wall and fell into
the darkness. Her rapid descent stopped when the line went
taut.

Kile hung in midair, spinning on the end of the
rope. Wherever she looked, she saw nothing. There was nothing
around her. No walls, no floor, even the rope, which held her,
ended five feet above her.

“Are ya all right?” somebody called out to her. It
sounded like Heaney, but it was so far away and slightly distorted,
it was difficult to tell.

“I’m okay,” she called back, although she felt like
a worm on the end of a fishing line.

“We’re going to pull ya up, hang on.”

“No, lower me down.”

It only made sense. She’d come this far, and it
seemed pointless to go back now. This was still their best chance
of recovering the Heart.

As they lowered her deeper into the pit, the
darkness closed in on her. Wherever she looked, she saw nothing. If
it wasn’t for the uncomfortable jerking of the rope, she wouldn’t
have known she was moving. There was nothing around her to gauge
motion. She could just as well be going up as going down.

Suddenly, Kile’s feet touched something solid. She
tried not to put her weight on it, for fear of falling again, but
it wasn’t like she had much choice. The rope started to slacken
behind her. She was standing on something, but she couldn’t see it.
The darkness was complete. It surrounded her. The only thing she
could see were Elmac’s three glowing orbs—the ones he’d tossed down
before she entered the pit, but their light was too dim to be of
any use.

Closing her eyes and falling into her Edge, Kile let
her feral side take over. She hoped her heightened senses would aid
her in the darkness, but when she opened her eyes, she didn’t
expect to see what she saw. Where once there was nothing, now stood
a forest. She was surrounded by trees. Tall green trees with a
leafy canopy high above her head and a thick lush carpet of grass
beneath her feet. The air had the sweet smell of summer and was
filled with the songs of birds.

“This is not real,” she told herself, but it felt
real.

With every step she took she could feel the living
forest around her. It was old and it was powerful and it was
calling to her. She could sense the presence of animals, a family
of deer in the field, a groundhog in a hole, even a few squirrels
in the trees. She reached out to them, but they couldn’t hear her,
or they weren’t listening. Untying the rope from around her waist,
she headed into the heart of the forest. She didn’t know which way
to go, but one way seemed as good as another.

Time had no meaning here, but neither did reality.
The sun was shining above her, set within a blue sky as fluffy
little white clouds floated by. None of it could be real. She was
underground, she kept telling herself. She was down a dark well, in
a subterranean temple on a dead island. Had she fallen? Did she hit
her head? Was she lying unconscious at the bottom of the pit? Did
she finally join the rest of the Orceen and go completely mad?

-This way.-

Kile turned to see a black wolf watching her from
between the trees.

“Who are you?” she asked him.

-This way,- he said before disappearing.

She ran to the place where he stood, but there was
no sign of him.

“Okay, this is getting a little weird.”

-This way.-

Turning, she saw the wolf again, still watching her
from a safe distance. She moved toward him, but when she got
closer, he disappeared. He simply turned to smoke and floated away
on the breeze.

“Where to now?” she asked no one in particular.

-This way.-

The black wolf reappeared a few yards away and
waited for her to approach. When she did, he floated away
again.

-This way.-

He led her farther into the forest until she stepped
out from the trees and stood in a large field of wildflowers. The
clearing was circular, much like the room above, but instead of
stone walls, she was surrounded by a forest, and instead of a pit,
there was a cylindrical stone altar.

Off to one side, the black wolf sat.

-This way,- he called.

Kile carefully approached. She expected him to
disappear again, but he didn’t.

“Who are you?”

-Nilak-

“Your name is Nilak?”

-Take it.-

“Take what?”

The wolf looked at the stone altar.

-Take it,- he said again, and from his words, Kile
knew the stone was hollowed out, much like a large bowl. She even
knew what she would find when she looked inside.

When she reached the altar, she hesitated before
taking her eyes off the wolf. She did not trust him. Turning away
from Nilak, she looked into the bowl and, sure enough, found a
small metal box.

“Is this it? The Heart of Nilak? Is this your
heart?”

-Take it,- the wolf said, turning to smoke and
floating away.

Since Kile wasn’t going to get any more answers from
the wolf, she turned to the stone altar. She knew this was wrong.
Everything about it seemed wrong. Taking a deep breath, she reached
into the bowl and pulled out the small metal box. It was a
plain-looking box, almost crude in appearance as if it was crafted
by inexperienced hands. When she removed it from its resting place,
she expected something spectacular to happen, but nothing did.

“Kind of anticlimactic.” She held the box close to
her chest. “Now all I have to do is find my way back.”

It shouldn’t be too hard. She was a trained Hunter
after all. All she had to do was trace her steps back to the where
she left the rope, which, hopefully, was still hanging from
nothing. She was almost at the meadow’s edge when she heard a noise
behind her. Stopping, she slowly turned around. The wolf was back
and was now sitting on top of the altar. Maybe he had something
more to tell her. Kile walked toward him, but something didn’t feel
right.

As the wolf jumped down from the stone altar, it
melted into the form of a man. He was an abnormally thin man with a
sallow complexion and long, unkempt, matted black hair. When he
looked up, his eyes widened and he grinned, exposing crooked yellow
teeth. He laughed. It wasn’t a merry laugh, nor was it a hearty
one; it was one brought on by madness.

At first, he didn’t notice her and seemed more
interested in the wildflowers. Kile slowly started backing up,
making for the tree line. She wanted to turn and run, but she
couldn’t. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. She had seen him
before, in the visions, in the shadows. Now he had a name. This was
Nilak.

Stretching out his arms, he lifted his head to the
sky, and all around his naked feet, the grass shriveled up and turn
black. The blight spread, slowly at first, creeping out across the
clearing. The lush green meadows were turning to dust right before
Kile’s eyes. Even the trees around her were affected and began to
wither and decay. Staying was no longer a choice. She ran, and the
sickness chased her. All she knew was she had to stay ahead of it.
She couldn’t stop, couldn’t let it catch up to her. She wasn’t sure
what would happen if it did, but she didn’t want to find out
either. The forest was dying around her.

Kile wasn’t sure how she found her way back. With
all the twists and turns the wolf had led her on, she was sure she
would get lost, but the rope was right there, in front of her,
still hanging in midair. Grabbing it, she quickly tied it around
her waist and tugged on it three times.

Nothing happened.

The sky was growing darker, the forest was decaying,
and the blight was closing in on her.

She tugged on the rope again. This time it suddenly
went taut and she was yanked off the ground. Rising in the air, she
watched as the lush green forest was no more. It had become a
barren wasteland.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Her ascent was faster than she expected. At the
speed at which they pulled her up, she figured she would be out of
the pit in no time—until her head met the underside of the wall.
After that, everything became a little fuzzy. The impact rattled
her skull and she almost dropped the small metal box she had come
so far to find.

Shaking off the dizziness she found herself sitting
at the bottom of the pit. The solid ground, which wasn’t solid
before, was now solid. Looking up, she could see the opening thirty
feet above her. She staggered to her feet, bracing herself against
the wall. It only stood to reason, if she had to climb down, she
would have to climb up to get out. It was either that or be dragged
up the side of the wall.

“Can ya hear me?” came a voice from above. It was
Master Heaney, and he sounded a lot clearer than he had before, not
to mention desperate.

“Yeah, I’m still here,” Kile shouted back and
regretted it as her voice echoed in the pit, causing her head to
throb even more. She leaned up against the wall, and while waiting
for the pain to subside, examined the small metal box.

It was fitting in a way. Although it wasn’t an
official mission, her first assignment as a would-be cadet during
the entry examination was to get a small ebony box to its
destination. Now, her last assignment as a Hunter was to get a
small metal box to its destination. Her career had somehow come
full circle.

“Are ya all right?” Heaney called down.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m coming up.”

Slipping the small metal box into her tunic, she
looked up at her destination. It was still a long way to go, but
she couldn’t put it off any longer. Running her hands over the
surface of the wall, she felt for fingerholds that were deep enough
to support her weight. Coming down was a lot easier than climbing
up. It was a slow process, and once she began, she felt
light-headed with each foot she rose. If it wasn’t for the aid of
the rope, she might have found herself back at the bottom of the
pit again. Right when she thought she couldn’t go any farther,
somebody grabbed her hand and pulled her up over the edge. She
rolled over and stared up at the ceiling. A small white furry
creature leaped onto her chest.

-Kile alive?- the yarrow asked, sticking his nose in
her face.

She scratched his head. “Yes, Vesper, I’m
alive.”

Daniel knelt beside her. “Are you all right?” He
placed his hand on her forehead. She could smell the magic as he
fell into his Edge.

“I’m fine.” She knocked his hand aside and tried to
sit up.

“You shouldn’t move around too much, not yet.”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

“You have a nasty cut on your head, probably from
the fall.”

“I didn’t fall.” She pushed his hand away again. “It
was when I was being pulled up out of the forest.”

There was a moment of silence as the company stood
around looking at one another.

“Did she say forest?” Heaney asked.

“That’s what it sounded like,” Daniel said.

“Yeah, there was this huge forest down there with
trees and grass and the sun was shining… well, it was shining for a
while. But everything… disintegrated and the wolf turned to smoke
and then into this skinny man and…”

There was a worried look on Heaney’s face. “Is she
going to be okay?”

“She should be fine as soon as the swelling goes
down,” Daniel said.

“I’m fine now.” Kile batted her friend’s hand away
again. “I know what I saw.”

“I’m sure ya think ya did.” Heaney smiled and nodded
slowly.

She looked at the Hunter, then at Daniel and knew
there was no way she was going to convince them.

Elmac suddenly appeared. “Did you find it? Did you
find the Heart of Nilak?”

“Give her a moment,” Daniel protested.

Reaching into her tunic, Kile pulled out the small
metal box and handed it to the mystic. He quickly took it from
her.

“Is that it? Is that what we came all this way for?”
Boraro asked.

“Yes. Yes. I think it is,” Elmac answered.

The mystic moved off to one side of the room and set
the small metal box on the ground.

“Well, come on. Open it up. Let’s see it,” Boraro
said.

When Elmac reached for the box, Galan grabbed his
arm. “Don’t you think Kile should open it?”

The two exchanged a look before the mystic nodded.
“Yes. Yes, of course you’re right.”

“What difference does it make who opens the box?”
Creech asked.

“Well… it… it only seems right, she is the one who
recovered it after all,” Elmac said. “Don’t you agree, Master
Heaney?”

Heaney said nothing at first. He simply looked at
the box, at Kile, and back at the box. She could tell he was trying
to figure something out, trying to come to a decision, a decision
he didn’t feel comfortable making.

“Master Heaney, don’t you agree?” Elmac asked again,
this time a little more forcefully.

“Yes. Yes of course.” Heaney didn’t sound
confident.

“Well, get on with it, girl,” Boraro demanded.

“Give her a moment, Garret.”

“No, it’s fine, Master Heaney.” Kile got to her
feet. “I guess I’m as eager to see this Heart as anyone.”

She was uneasy when she approached the small metal
box, mainly because everyone else stepped away from it. Taking a
deep breath, she knelt down and carefully picked it up. She turned
it over in her hands a few times, looking for the catch or the
latch or even a hinge to suggest how the box should be open, but
found nothing.

“I’m clueless.” She held the box out to the others.
“Anybody else want to give it a try?”

“Give it to me.” Boraro reached for the box.

Darfin quickly stopped him. “It is not for you to
open,” he said. “You couldn’t, even if you tried.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean, elf.”

“He means it can only be opened by an Orceen,” Galan
answered.

Kile looked at the dark-haired Alva, then at Elmac,
and finally at Heaney.

“Did you know?” she asked the Hunter. “Is this why
I’m here? Because I’m the only one who can open this box?”

“I’m afraid so,” Heaney said and looked genuinely
sorry about it.

“Well, the joke’s on you. I have no idea how to open
it.”

Galan stepped forward, closing Kile’s fingers around
the box. “You must speak to it.” He told her.

“And what am I supposed to say to it? Do I ask it to
open?”

“Only an Orceen would know.”

“Yeah, well, that’s where we have a little problem.
Because I don’t know.”

“Maybe if you… connected with it,” Daniel suggested.
“You know, like what you do with the animals.”

Kile wasn’t sure how she was supposed to connect,
let alone communicate with a box, but it was worth a try. Closing
her eyes and falling into her Edge, she reached out with her
consciousness, seeking the box. Much to her surprise, she found it.
The box, or what was inside, was aware.

Her first instinct was to hurl the box across the
room or possibly down into the pit to get it as far away from her
as she could. There was something wrong about the whole thing, but
she couldn’t put her finger on it. Her curiosity outweighed her
fear.

“Who are you?” she asked.

There was no reply.

“What do you want?”

The box remained silent.

“Please, tell me what you want,” she demanded and
quickly dropped the box.

Heaney stepped forward. “Kile, what is it?”

“It… it spoke to me… I think.”

“What did it say?”

“It didn’t say anything. Not exactly. It showed me
images of trees and lakes, open fields, and rivers. I think it
wants to be free. I think it actually wants to go back to the
wastelands.”

Elmac carefully picked up the box and held it out to
Kile. “Then you should set it free,” he told her.

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” Heaney
protested. “Maybe we should wait…”

“No, we cannot wait. It must be here,” Galan
insisted.

“What’s the rush?” Heaney asked.

The dark-haired Alva held up his hands and stepped
back. “My apologies, Master Heaney. I did not mean to overstep my
authority. It is that we have waited so long for this moment…”

“Then I don’t see what a few more days will
matter.”

“You must understand, this is a place of the Orceen.
It is where their power is the greatest. It may be she can only
open it here.”

“He may have a point,” Elmac added. “It would be a
shame to go all the way back to the king with a prize he could not
use, or worse yet, a prize he did not want.”

“For someone who didn’t have much faith in this
artifact, ya seem to have changed ya tune pretty fast, Mystic.”

Elmac laughed. “You misunderstand me, Hunter. As a
scholar, I often approach my research with a touch of skepticism.
That way, I do not find answers where there are none. For example,
we still do not know if this is truly the Heart of Nilak.”

“What do ya think, Kile? Do ya want to give it a
try?”

Too many questions, not enough answers, such as why
did the Orceen lock the Heart away in the first place? Why did they
hide it on an island surrounded by a storm? What exactly is the
Heart and who is Nilak? The questions kept rolling around inside
her head, and there was no one to help her with the answers because
no one understood.

Kile stared at the small metal box in Elmac’s hands.
She didn’t feel any malice in it, nor did she feel any
benevolence—it was simply there. It was the entry examination all
over again when she held the small ebony box and wondered what was
inside. What would they entrust to a bunch of would-be cadets? Back
then, the rules were clear. Do not open the box or you fail the
test. Unfortunately, there were no such rules out here, clear or
otherwise.

“I’ll open it,” she said, taking the box from
Elmac’s outstretched hands.

Closing her eyes and falling into her Edge, Kile
reached out to the box, and without a word, gave it freedom. The
box twitched in her hand and slowly opened. Like a metal flower,
the sides peeled away, revealing a small purple stone. Kile only
managed to get a glimpse of it before Elmac snapped it away. From
what she saw of it, it was quite unremarkable.

“Well, that was rather anticlimactic,” Boraro
grumbled, and Kile found herself agreeing with her old weapon’s
master for the second time.
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Kile sat on the beach, staring, not at the ocean
like everyone else, but into the dark malevolent forest. All the
questions were still bouncing around in her head, and she believed
some of the answers may have been right in front of them, written
on the walls of the temple. The problem was, nobody stopped to read
them. They cared only about the Heart and nothing else. No sooner
did they arrived back at camp, when Elmac and Heaney took the
artifact back to the ship. Kile never even had an opportunity to
get a closer look at it, not that she wanted to. Since releasing
it, she had this nagging feeling it was not the right thing to
do.

What surprised her most was the Alvas’ reaction, or,
more to the point, their lack of reaction. Galan and Darfin sailed
across the ocean to seek an audience with the king. They begged for
aid from the vir to help them find their most sacred of artifacts.
This item, this Heart of Nilak was supposed to bring back their
ancestral home, and yet they never asked to hold it or even look at
it. They were content to allow a vir mystic to spirit it away. They
didn’t even escort Elmac back to the ship; instead they chose to
stay on the island. It didn’t make any sense. Everyone else wanted
to leave. Why not the Alva? It was almost as if they had some
unfinished business to take care of.

Leaving wasn’t even an option, at least not at the
moment. Everyone was eager to set sail and put the dead island
behind them as fast as they could, however, repairs to the ship
were slow. A lack of wood caused the delay. Imagine standing in the
middle of a forest and not having enough wood. The trees proved to
be as decayed as they looked, often crumbling when the sailors
tried to cut them down. What lumber they did acquire had no true
structural value and was therefore useless. Other means of
repairing the mizzenmast were underway, but it would take a few
days. That meant they were stranded on the island until the ship
was ready to sail.

Kile had mixed feelings about the extended stay. On
one hand, she was happy to be on dry land, on the other, she would
have preferred land be anywhere but Shenataesi.

“What’s bothering you now?” Daniel asked, sitting
down beside her on the beach. He had been keeping an eye on her the
entire trip back.

“I think we might have made a mistake,” she
said.

“What are you talking about?”

“The Heart, I think we should have left it in the
clearing.”

“What clearing?”

“The one in the forest, the one… never mind. Let say
we should have left it in the pit and leave it at that.”

“I don’t get you. I’d think you, of all people,
would want to see an end to this war. If this artifact, this Heart
is what they say it is, it could end the war and bring peace to the
kingdom. How can that be wrong?”

“It can’t be that easy. We don’t want this war. The
valrik don’t want the war, and yet the war goes on. Something’s not
right. I don’t think introducing this… this thing is going to make
a difference, or if it does, not one we anticipated.”

Daniel laughed. “Do you hear yourself? You’re being
paranoid again.”

“Maybe, but I can’t help thinking each time I have
been paranoid, I was usually right.”

“Look, Ki, this is way over our heads. It doesn’t
even concern us. Besides, after this is all over, you’re leaving
the Guild, right? Why trouble yourself with it?”

“I thought you were trying to talk me out of
leaving.”

“Maybe it’s the right thing for you.”

“What about you?”

“What about me? After this, I’m going back to the
Hospital, where I belong.”

“So, you’re staying?”

“Well, yeah… I guess.”

What was it Sir Oblum said? Daniel would always have
a place in the Guild. Could the Sons have gotten to him already?
She quickly dismissed that thought. She knew Daniel far too long to
even consider he would take that path.

“Well, I’m going to bed.” Daniel stood and dusted
the sand from his pants. “What about you?”

“I think I’ll stay up a little longer.”

“Suit yourself,” he said and headed to the camp.

Kile turned her attention back to the woods, or more
precisely, back to the temple. The whole ordeal in the pit, with
the wolf and the forest, didn’t sit well with her. As with
everything else, she felt out of place, as if she was missing
something. It was like being dropped into the middle of one of
Alex’s tales, but not knowing what part she was supposed to play.
Since she left the Tower, she’d been trying to catch up with the
story.

She sat for a little while longer, but none of the
answers came. She was about to turn in when she spotted Galan
walking out of the forest. It seemed strange the Alva would be up
so late. He turned and looked at her, so she waved. For a brief
moment she thought he was going to ignore her and walk away, but
instead he approached.

“I see you’re enjoying the night air,” he said when
he got closer.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she said. “Not after everything’s
that’s happened.”

“I agree. We have come a long way. To think my
people’s journey is nearing an end.”

“Do you honestly think the Heart will help your
people?”

“Oh, yes.” The dark-haired Alva grinned. There
seemed to be no doubt in his mind. “You will see. When the true
power of the Heart is revealed, the Alva will have what they have
always desired.”

Kile was a little uneasy with that grin of his.

“So, what exactly is the Heart, and where did it
come from, and why was it brought here?” she asked.

“You are an inquisitive child, aren’t you?” He
laughed. “Well, I’m afraid I’m not the one who can answer those
questions. For that, you will have to speak to Arbane. He is our
lore master. He knows more about the Heart of Nilak and the island
of Shenataesi than anyone else.”

“Arbane?”

“Yes, my lord and master. He sits now with your king
awaiting our return.”

That’s right, Kile thought, how could she have
forgotten the Alva she tried to assassinate?

“So, you don’t know anything about the Heart?” she
asked.

“Well, I know what every Alva knows, what we were
taught when we were young. The Heart was given to my people long
before the coming of the vir. It was a gift of the Orceen to bring
us closer to nature. Unfortunately, my people were too naive at the
time, and we could not appreciate such a gift. So, the Orceen took
it back and brought it here until such time the Alva were worthy of
it.”

“And are you? Worthy of it, I mean?”

The smile slowly left Galan’s face. “I think we
are,” he answered. “It is said that when the time comes, and the
Alva are ready to reclaim that which was taken from them, the Heart
of Nilak would make itself known. We have read the signs.”

“Signs? What signs?”

“I would not expect a… a vir to understand. It is
not something that can be explained in… simple terms. Now, if
you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll turn in.”

Before Kile could even ask him a follow-up question,
he turned his back to her and walked away.

“What do you think, Vesper? Do you think I made him
mad?”

-Not happy. Don’t trust him.-

“No. No, neither do I.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


“Come on, Danny. Wake up,” Kile shouted, shaking the
small tent.

“What is it?” came the grumble from inside.

“It’s morning. Lothran has started breakfast, and
the sailors are already working on the repairs to the ship.”

“So, what does that have to do with me?”

“I’m going back to the temple, and you’re coming
with me.”

There was some shuffling coming from inside the tent
before Daniel’s head poked out. “What are you on about?”

“I’m going back to the temple, and you’re coming
with me,” she told him again.

“Why do you want to go back there?”

“Because I think we missed something.”

Daniel rolled his eyes before pulling his head back
into the tent.

“The job is over, Ki. We got what we came for. Let
it go.”

“You remember what Master Adams used to tell us? The
job of every Hunter is to gather information. There’s still
information back there, information we might need.”

“Don’t you think Elmac or Master Heaney would have
already taken care of that?”

“Fine,” Kile said, backing away from the tent. “If
you don’t want to come with me, I’ll go alone.”

There was more shuffling from inside the tent before
Daniel threw open the flap and dragged himself out.

“Fine, I’ll go with you,” he said in defeat.

Somehow, Kile knew he would, but it was nearly two
hours before they were finally on their way. She had to wait until
he got dressed, washed up, and ate his breakfast before he would
even consider the long journey back to the temple. She was positive
he was stalling, as he tried to talk her out of it the whole time,
but in the end, he gave in. She could have gone without him, and
probably should have, but it did support her theory. Someone had
told Daniel to stay close to her. She wasn’t sure who, or why, but
the evidence was there.

“You know, this is all a big waste of time,” Daniel
complained.

Kile sighed. “Look, I’m sorry I asked you to come
along. Why don’t you head back?”

“No, no, we’re almost there anyway. I said I’d come.
It’s just, I don’t think we’ll find anything useful.”

“We won’t know until we look.”

“That’s it. Elmac looked at the walls while you were
down in the pit. He said they were an irrelevant handful of
scribbles with no academic value.”

Somehow, that didn’t surprise her. It sounded like
something the mystic would say, but she had a feeling he was hiding
a lot of secrets. If he had seen anything of value on the wall, she
doubted he would share it with just anyone.

“Here we are,” Kile said, stopping at the entrance
to the underground temple. She pulled a small lantern out of her
pack and lit it. They wouldn’t have the luxury of the Elmac’s
floating spheres of light this time around.

“You sure you want to go back down there?” Daniel
asked.

“I only want another look at the writing. It’s not
like I plan to go down into the pit again.”

“Look, I’m telling ya, Elmac said it was just a
bunch of silly pictures and didn’t mean anything.”

“Think about it, Danny. Would you create a temple,
sixty-some-odd feet underground, line it with interlocking stones,
hide a sacred artifact inside, and scribble something meaningless
on the walls? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“But Elmac said—”

“And I don’t trust Elmac.”

There, she’d said it. She was thinking it the whole
time, and now she’d said it. She didn’t trust the mystic.

Daniel was surprised by the announcement. “Why
not?”

“I don’t know. It’s only… little things. Things he
does, things he says.”

“You think he’s trying to sabotage the
expedition?”

“No, nothing like that, but I think he knows more
about what’s going on than he’s telling.”

“Well, you know how mystics are. They’re all like
that. They like to keep their secrets or at least make people think
they have some.”

“Yeah, that’s probably it,” Kile said.

Holding the lantern up, she directed the light down
the tunnel entrance.

“You don’t have to come down with me if you don’t
want to,” she told Daniel.

“No, I said I’d come, I’ll come.” He fell into step
behind her.

There was a definite change in the atmosphere of the
temple from the last time they were there. It felt more foreboding
and Kile proceeded with caution. Of course, the first time she
entered, she had three experienced Hunters, a mystic, and two Alva
with her. This time around, all she had was one nervous medic. As
she reached the main chamber, she removed the hood of the lantern,
allowing the light to spread out across the floor. It did little to
improve the mood. If anything, the dancing shadows only added to
the unsettling ambience.

The last place she wanted to look was the first
place she visited. She was drawn to the pit in the center of the
room. Carefully approaching the edge, she peered down into the
darkness.

There was nothing there.

What did she expect to see?

A part of her wanted to see something that would
support what she’d experienced. A tree, a bird, something, anything
to prove the forest existed, but if the forest existed, so did the
wolf, and if the wolf existed, so did the thin man with the crooked
yellow teeth.

She slowly backed away from the edge and stopped.
“Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“It sounded like… something walking around down
there.”

“Knock it off, Ki. There’s nothing down there.”

Daniel was still hovering around the tunnel
entrance. He hadn’t even stepped into the chamber yet and could
barely keep the panic out of his voice. “Come on Ki, let’s go.
There’s nothing here.”

“I’m sure I heard something. Vesper, you heard it,
didn’t you?”

-Hear nothing,- the yarrow said.

“Ki, let’s go,” Daniel pleaded.

“One more moment. I want to look at the
writing.”

She knelt at the edge of the pit for a few more
minutes, listening for any stray sounds, but all she heard was
silence. It was probably her imagination, she thought, before
turning her attention to the walls. That was what she came down
here to look at after all. Holding the lantern aloft, she slowly
moved around the perimeter, taking in all the intricate lines and
details of the writing, but little of it made any sense. It was a
series of images depicting people, animals, and trees. Each scene
was connected by a string of writing, but the words, and even the
letters were meaningless. It was in no language she had ever seen
before. Could it be that Elmac was right, and it was merely a
handful of irrelevant scribbles? Setting the lantern down, she
pulled out a sheet of parchment and a piece of charcoal and copied
the writing. Just because she couldn’t read it, didn’t mean it
wasn’t readable.

“Aren’t you finished yet?” Daniel asked from where
he was still waiting for her at the exit.

“Only a few more minutes.”

She filled one sheet of parchment and was digging in
her pack for another when she heard the sound again. This time it
sounded as if something was climbing up out of the well. Grabbing
the lantern, she held it as high as she could, but the light only
reached the edge of the pit. Holding her breath, she waited, but
nothing came.

“You can’t tell me you didn’t hear that.”

“I didn’t hear anything,” Daniel said quickly.

She had a feeling he was finding it hard to hear
anything over the sound of his knees knocking.

“Come on, it’s getting late. Let’s go,” he
pleaded.

“I’m coming,” she said, but she wasn’t heading in
his direction. She was walking toward the pit.

“Ki, come on.”

“One minute.”

When she reached the edge, she held the lantern over
the opening and looked down into the darkness. There was nothing
there.

“Ki.”

“Fine, we’re going.” Kile backed away from the edge.
She paused for a moment, straining to hear anything, but all she
could hear was Daniel retreating up the tunnel.

Once outside, she thought she’d feel better, but she
didn’t. The change in the atmosphere in the temple had somehow
followed them out. The air seemed heavier, the trees appeared
darker, and the forest more threatening. It was as if the island
had only now realized it had unwanted visitors. Kile found Daniel a
few yards away from the opening trying to catch his breath.

“You all right?” she asked, coming up behind
him.

“Yeah… yeah, I’m fine.”

“You sure? You seemed a little nervous down
there.”

“Nervous? I wasn’t nervous.”

“Okay, you seemed scared.”

“What do you mean, scared? I wasn’t scared.”

“Please. Your teeth were chattering so much, I was
afraid you’d wear them down.”

“Let’s just get back to camp, okay?”

“Okay, but wait a minute. First, what do you make of
this?” She handed him the parchment.

Daniel quickly looked it over, even rotating it a
few times, before handing it back to her.

“It’s a bunch of squiggly lines,” he said
dismissively.

“I think it’s more than that. I think it’s some kind
of writing.”

“Come on, Ki. It’s nothing. It’s only a bunch of
lines. If it’s a language, it’s one I haven’t seen.”

“Maybe I’ll give Master Adams a visit when we get
back. He might be able to read it. If not him, I know Morgan would
love to get a look at it.”

“Seriously? Fine, suit yourself. If I were you, I
wouldn’t waste another moment on it,” Daniel said, walking
away.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


The change had reached the beach. An air of
uneasiness seemed to have infected the crew. The sailors were
nervous. Some, refusing to stay on the island, retreated to the
ship. The campsite was starting to dwindle, with fewer tents than
before. Lothran remained to cook the evening meal, but even the big
man was worried. He kept looking at the forest as if expecting
something to come charging out.

Kile took a seat at the edge of the beach, away from
the campsite, and unrolled the parchment. The squiggly lines, as
Daniel described them, meant something. She simply had to figure
out what it was. She stared at the lines until her eyes watered and
her vision blurred; neither helped her interpret them.

“What am I missing, Vesper?” she asked the yarrow
who was now sitting on her lap, looking over the parchment with
her.

-Looks like worms-

“Worms?”

It was an odd way to describe the writing. She
didn’t see it herself, but Vesper always had a unique way of
looking at things.

-Wiggling worms,- he clarified, and in his words,
she saw the writing move. Of course, it meant nothing and was
simply his way understanding things. Or was it?

“What are you actually seeing, Vesper?”

-Wiggling worms, moving lines,- he said again, and
this time she could see the whole parchment the way the yarrow saw
it. The lines were indeed moving, wiggling as it were, across the
page.

Kile quickly jumped up and started brushing the
unseen worms off her arms. “Oh, that is gross,” she yelled. “Why
didn’t you tell me they were alive?”

-Didn’t ask.-

Vesper was now walking across the parchment,
scratching at the lines, but they weren’t moving, or they didn’t
appear to be moving. How could the yarrow see them, but she
couldn’t?

Sitting back down, Kile closed her eyes, took a deep
breath, and fell into her Edge. She let her feral side take over
once again. When she opened her eyes, she looked down at the
parchment. The lines were now moving for her as well. Dull yellow
lines, squirming around on the paper. She was loathe to touch
it.

In a strange sort of way, it made sense. The message
was written by the Orceen, for the Orceen, and only an Orceen could
reach this level of consciousness to read it. Perhaps the writing
was a test to see if the Alva, or anyone looking for the Heart, was
worthy to claim it. Unfortunately, even though the writing was
wiggling around on the paper quite happily, it was still
unreadable. Of course, these were only small pieces of the writing,
single lines she copied down from the wall. Maybe, to understand
what the Orceen wrote, the entire wall had to be read at one
time.

Kile suppressed her feral side and the dull yellow
wiggling words reverted to the charcoal scribbles. Carefully
picking up the parchment, she rolled it up and slipped it into her
shirt. What was she going to do with this new information? Should
she tell Elmac? Did he even want to know? Did she trust him? Surely
Master Heaney would be interested, but he was back on the ship. She
could tell Galan—he was lurking around somewhere, but she wasn’t
sure if she trusted him either. Her only option, now, was to gather
more information. That meant, tomorrow, she and Daniel would have
to return to the temple and read the wall the way the wall was
supposed to be read. Now all she had to do was break the good news
to Daniel.

It didn’t take long to find him, he was down on the
beach, but he wasn’t alone. Master Boraro and Master Creech were
with him. They were having one of their private discussions.
Boraro, whose back was to her at the time, was doing most of the
talking, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying over the
sound of the surf. She tried getting closer, but Creech heard her.
Damn his Edge.

“Spying on us, Miss Veller?” Boraro asked, without
turning around.

“Not at all. Unless, of course, you’re trying to
hide something,” she said.

“I wasn’t the one who snuck off to the temple this
morning.”

“I didn’t sneak anywhere. I simply returned to see
what I could learn.”

“And did you… learn anything?”

“I might have.”

Boraro turned and faced her. He was trying to stare
her down, but somehow that look, which once had cadets quaking in
fear, didn’t faze her anymore. He was either losing his touch, or
she was starting to see through him.

“You should be more careful, girl. Some lessons
aren’t worth learning.”

“I’ll have to keep that in mind.”

Boraro gave her one of his harrumphs before turning
back to Daniel.

“You know what you need to do,” he told him.

“I know,” Daniel said in an exasperated tone.

“Don’t forget what’s at stake,” Boraro added,
setting off across the beach with Creech in tow. Kile waited until
they were out of earshot before she approached Daniel.

“What was all that about?” she asked.

“That? Nothing.” Daniel shrugged it off.

“Nothing? It didn’t sound like nothing, and what did
he mean when he said, ‘you know what you need to do?’”

“Oh, it was… just shoptalk. You know. He was asking
me about a medical problem.”

“Since when is Master Boraro interested in
medicine?”

“It was… personal. You know, I can’t discuss it. It
wouldn’t be right. You understand.”

“Yeah, yeah, I am beginning to.”

“So, what’s up? You interpret that writing yet?”

“Writing?”

“Yeah, you’ve been staring at that parchment since
we got back. I thought maybe you’d figured it out.”

“No, nothing. I think you were right—it’s only a
bunch of scribbles.”

“Well, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. If
I were you, I’d forget about it. By the sounds of it, it won’t be
long before we’re off this island and heading home. Personally, I
can’t wait. All I want to do is put this entire expedition behind
me and go back to doing what I know I’m good at.”

“Yeah, it’ll be great to get back home,” she
said.

“Well, I’m turning in, I don’t know about you.”

“Maybe in a while.”

“Suit yourself. You know where the tent is,” he
added before he walked away. He had only gone a couple of feet
before he stopped and turned around.

“Kile, let it go, please.”

“It’s already forgotten.”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

There was something more he wanted to tell her, but
they were already lying to each other. What more could he say? She
simply watched him walk away.

“I don’t know about you, Vesper, but I wish Grim was
here.”

It wasn’t like the mountain pony held the best
counsel. Most of his solutions required a touch of violence, but
she always felt more in control when he was around. Maybe not so
much over him, but over the situation, and right now the situation
was completely out of her control. Daniel was lying to her and she
didn’t know why. She thought he was the one member of the company
she could trust, and now she was having her doubts.

“Don’t worry, it won’t be long now.”

Kile was so preoccupied with her thoughts, she
hadn’t heard Private Eafer approach. The young soldier could be
quiet when he wanted to.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“It’s the island. You feel the change too, don’t
you? It’s starting to creep me out as well.”

He had obviously mistaken her ponderings for
nervousness.

“But I wouldn’t worry too much. We’ll be leaving
first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning? I thought the repairs on the ship
were going to take a day or two.”

Eafer laughed. “Yeah, well. The crew has been
working night and day to get the ship ready. They want off this
island as much as anyone. Most of the major repairs are nearing
completion and they’ll handle the minor ones along the way.”

“That… that’s great,” Kile said, trying to sound
more enthusiastic than she felt.

“Tell me about it. This little expedition, with the
possible exception of the storm, was not all that difficult, and
that’s what’s bothering me. It feels like the world is holding its
breath, waiting to exhale at the right time. I, for one, will be
happy to get off this island.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Well, you better get some sleep. Captain Dotol
wants to set sail with the morning tide.”

Kile thanked him and watched him go. This new
information moved her time frame up. If she wanted to read the
writing on the wall, she could no longer wait until morning. She
would have to go now. She thought about waking Daniel but decided
against it. He would only try to stop her. No, she would have to go
alone this time.

 


 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Sneaking away from camp wasn’t difficult since the
few sailors who were on watch were more concerned with what might
come out of the forest and not what was going in. Kile kept to the
shadows, moving silently past the vir. Her feral side made it too
easy. Once she was far enough away, and she knew she couldn’t be
seen, she could move faster. This time, she didn’t have to worry
about anyone trying to keep up with her or hold her back. With no
obstacles in the dead forest to slow her down, she could run. As
the trees flew by her and the ground passed under her, her concerns
and fears no longer mattered. All she cared about was the wind in
her face and the excitement of the hunt. If she couldn’t fly,
running was the next best thing. When she finally reached the
temple, she stopped to catch her breath. The air was stale and
smelled metallic. If she didn’t know better, she would swear it was
coming from the entrance.

Kile opened the courier’s bag and let Vesper climb
out, onto her arm.

“You ready?” she asked the yarrow.

-Down again?-

“We have to if we want to know what the walls are
trying to tell us.”

Removing the small lantern from her pack, she lit it
and held it out in front of her as she descended, once again, into
the tunnel. The light didn’t penetrate the darkness as far as it
had before. It was almost as if the air had grown thicker and she
physically had to push her way through it. Even the sounds of her
footsteps were muffled. When she finally reached the chamber, it
was like stepping back into the void. The lantern was insignificant
as the shadows pressed in on her. The darkness was complete. All
she could see was the small patch of interlocking stone beneath her
feet.

-Don’t like.- The yarrow gripped Kile’s shoulder
tighter.

“What is it, Vesper? What do you feel?”

-Don’t like. Not alone.-

Slowly drawing one of her Lann, she stood quietly,
listening to the darkness, but all she heard was her own heart
beating. Lifting the hood on the lantern, she held it up as high as
she could. Even the unfettered light didn’t travel as far as it had
the last time she was here. If anything, she should be able to see
the edge of the pit, but now it was beyond the lantern’s reach. She
knew it was there, she could feel it calling out to her, begging
for her to come back, to abandon her search and sleep once more in
the darkness.

Kile quickly turned away from it. Dwelling any
longer on the pit was pointless. She would find no answers down
there.

“Anybody here?” she called out, but her voice fell
flat. There wasn’t even a decent echo.

Adjusting her grip on the Lann, she slowly moved
around the perimeter of the room but found nothing.

“There’s nobody here, Vesper.”

-Not alone,- the yarrow repeated, but all his words
showed her was darkness.

“I think this place is getting to you. You’re
imagining things. We’re the only ones here,” she said, trying to
set his mind at ease, or was it her mind that needed setting?

She awkwardly slid her blade back into its sheath.
There was still a lot of room for improvement on that little
maneuver, although it only took her three tries this time. Lowering
the hood on the lantern, she moved closer to the wall and cast the
light onto a small portion of the writing.

“Okay, this is what we came for,” she said before
falling into her Edge. Taking a deep breath, she tried to center
herself the way the mystics taught her. Her feral side tended to
get carried away, and she needed to focus. When she opened her
eyes, she expected to see the dull yellow squiggles start to move
across the wall, hopefully forming words in a language she could
understand. What she hadn’t expected were the pictures moving as
well. The crude little drawings had taken on a life of their own.
She didn’t have to read the wall; it was going to show her what it
wanted her to know. If only Alex could see this, she thought as a
story unfolded before her eyes.

Maybe it was because she hadn’t achieved the same
level of consciousness the Orceen could, or maybe it was because
the writing was so old and the pictures so crude. The story was
hard to follow. Of course there was no sound so that only added to
the confusion.

The first scenes were simple enough to understand.
They showed two groups of people, meeting in the middle of a forest
filled with poorly drawn trees and animals. One group of figures
had to be the Orceen—they were depicted with animalistic traits.
Some had tails, some had horns, some had catlike ears, and one even
had a pair of large wings. The other group must have been the Alva.
They were tall and slender and the only other race to have met with
the Orceen. Next were the Ogre, and the pictures didn’t look
anything like them.

The next few parts of the play were pretty dull.
They showed the Orceen teaching the Alva how to plant food, tend
gardens, and care for the animals. These were, at least, things
every version of the story agreed on. After that, the play became
disjointed, as if there were pages missing from the script or the
actors forgot their lines. Kile could only guess at what the wall
was trying to tell her. Thankfully, her rudimentary knowledge of
history, as taught by the Academy, proved useful. The wall was
showing her the Mudd Wars, although it was difficult to tell who
was who. She knew, from her studies, the vir joined with the Alva
to beat back the Ogre, but that was about the extent of her
historical knowledge. Beyond that, none of the images made any
sense. There were stick figures talking with stick figures, stick
figures killing other stick figures, and stick figures interacting
with animal figures. Kile was so lost and was about to give up when
she spotted a familiar stick figure. It was the Orceen with the
large wings. Of course, what happened next went against everything
she thought she understood. The Orceen was captured, tied up, and
tortured. It didn’t make sense. To hear Galan speak, the Alva
revered the Orceen and considered them almost divine, and yet here
they were ripping the poor figure’s wings off. Why they were doing
it or what they hoped to gain was unclear.

The torture went on longer than it should have when
suddenly the scene went black. At first, Kile thought the wall had
shown her all that it was going to show her, but she noticed the
darkness was growing. It spread across the wall, snaking out black
tendrils in all directions. She had seen this before. Did she just
witness the birth of the Maligar?

As she watched, the black tendrils invaded the other
sections of the drawing. It touched the figures and they were
erased, it touched the trees and they withered and died. It touched
the animals and they changed into…

-Saladog,- Vesper shouted in her head.

The yarrow saw it before she did. He knew it was
lurking in the darkness and tried to warn her, but she wouldn’t
listen. Kile spun around right as the Valgar lunged. She hurled the
lantern into its face. The light shattered, sending flaming embers
in all directions. Drawing her Lann, she pressed her back against
the wall. The darkness crashed in on her and she could see nothing.
The entrance was only a couple of yards to her left, but even if
she reached it, what then? She would still have to deal with the
Valgar.

Holding her breath, she listened. She could hear its
clawed feet on the stone floor, moving to the left. It was trying
to cut off her retreat. She couldn’t see it; she couldn’t sense it.
The Valgar blended so well with the darkness spawned of the Maligar
it was invisible. There was only one thing she could do—trust in
the mystic’s training. Morgan had told her she was ready for
this.

Falling deeper into her Edge, she reached out and
touched the Valgar. Its mind was scrambled and its memories were
meaningless. Visions of the void, of the darkness, was all that it
knew, all that it understood. Created by the Maligar, it had but
one purpose: to obey the darkness, and right now, the darkness
wanted Kile dead. It would appear she knew too much. Unfortunately
she didn’t know what she knew.

Even though she merged with its mind, she didn’t
lose herself to it. Not this time. Thanks to Morgan’s teachings,
she knew who she was and held on to her identity.

Kile threw one word at it—a simple command. She told
it to stop, and it did, but the command wouldn’t hold for long. The
control the Maligar had over the beast was far stronger than
anything she could compete with. Seizing her opportunity, she ran
for the exit and grabbed Vesper from her shoulder, stuffing the
yarrow into the courier’s bag before sprinting up the tunnel and
out into the forest. There was something else she had seen in the
saladog’s head. She may have only caught a glimpse of it, but it
was enough to frighten her. He wasn’t the only Valgar in the pit.
He had a few thousand relatives, and they were all waking up.

Everything was connected—everything was linked. The
Heart of Nilak had something to do with the Maligar. The whole
expedition was a trap, but who set it up? As far as she could
figure, there was nothing to gain by releasing the Maligar into the
physical world. It was an uncontrollable force, a disease that
would destroy everything. Who would benefit from that? Surely not
even Ravenshadow would go that far.

Kile slid to a stop. She was so close to camp, but
now her path was blocked. Darfin, the white-haired Alva, stood
before her with his Lann drawn.

“I suppose I owe my cousin an apology,” he said as
he paced the ground before her. “He told me you were getting close,
but I couldn’t believe a vir, like you, could figure it out.”

Kile held up her hands. This was no time for a duel,
not that she had a chance against an Alva.

“Master Darfin, we’re all in great danger. There are
Valgar on this island.”

“It doesn’t matter. The Heart is on the ship. It’s
safe.”

“But we can’t let the Heart leave. Don’t you see?
It’s a trap. I don’t believe the Heart can reclaim Kalistar. I
think it created the wastelands.”

“Of course it did. You don’t think we know our own
history?”

Kile stared at the Alva, stunned by his confession.
“What are you saying?”

Darfin laughed. She hadn’t heard the white-haired
Alva laugh before, and now that she did, it kind of creeped her
out.

“I wouldn’t expect you to understand,” he said,
raising one of his Lann and pointing it at her. “Prepare yourself,
vir. Let’s see if you know how to use those blades.”

“I don’t want to fight you.”

“Good. It will make killing you that much easier,”
he said, sprinting across the ground toward her.

His movements were so fluid, so elegant, it didn’t
even look as if his feet touched the ground. Kile was mesmerized by
his grace until she realized his blade was coming for her head.
Diving to one side, she stripped the courier’s bag from her
shoulder and tossed it to safety before drawing her own Lann.
Darfin spun around, both blades whirling, and Kile stumbled to her
feet. The Alva advanced quickly. His feet and his hands never
stopped moving. She knew the movements, she knew the style, but he
was too fast. He kept her on guard, forcing her to block across
herself. She had to readjust her footing constantly while
retreating. His blades kept finding their way through her defenses.
First he nicked the inside of her arm. She flinched and his second
blade found the outside of her leg. Kile kept stumbling backward
while Darfin slowly circled her.

“Who taught you, vir?” he asked.

“Why do you care?” She tried to keep her voice as
steady as possible. The small wounds were burning like fire. His
blades were sharp and the cuts were clean. Small hits—that was the
basis of the Tachiena style of fighting. Wear your opponent down,
tire them out. Kile was already tired.

“It is forbidden to teach our skills to just anyone,
especially a vir. Who taught you?”

“Why? Do you need a refresher course?”

Darfin laughed. “I like your attitude. Too bad it’s
going to die here with you.”

He spun in with both blades. The lower one she
blocked easily. The higher one, not so much. Although she
maneuvered her blade under his, the tip sliced the right side of
her cheek. She spun away, trying to put as much distance between
them as she could but found herself standing on the edge of the
cliff. Fifty feet below her, waves crashed on a rocky shore.

“Looks like you’re out of room, vir, unless
you plan to jump.”

Kile looked down at the jagged rocks. Jumping was
not an option. Her only other means of escape was getting past
Darfin. With the Alva’s speed, that wasn’t much of an option
either.

She readjusted her grip on her Lann.

Darfin shook his head and grinned. He was having way
too much fun.

“It’s no use,” he said. “You fight like a clumsy
cart horse. You are too slow and uncoordinated. There’s no way you
can win.”

Cart horse? Maybe it was time to change species.

Closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, Kile had
no choice but to release her feral side.

Darfin seized on what he believed was a momentary
lapse of judgment. He quickly covered the ground between them,
bringing both Lann in. Without opening her eyes, Kile knocked one
blade aside and dipped under the second. She spun behind him,
throwing him off balance, before kicking out his left knee. The
Alva went down into a roll and came up in a defensive stance, the
cocky smile no longer on his face.

 

“Please stop, I don’t want to hurt you,” she
pleaded.

The white-haired Alva shook his head. “I can’t,” he
said before launching into another attack.

This time, his moves didn’t seem so fast. Kile could
block them with ease, but she couldn’t bring herself to go on the
offensive. She didn’t want to hurt him, but he wasn’t leaving her
much choice. He kept switching up his attacks, first coming in from
the left, then from the right. He was testing her defense, trying
to find where she was the weakest, but in his attempts to locate
her vulnerabilities, he was exposing himself.

Kile drew him in, making him think he was wearing
her down, which wasn’t far from the truth. The small wounds he
inflicted on her were taking their toll. She had to end the battle
soon. Darfin saw his opening, and dropping his defenses, committed
to his attack. It should have been fatal, but Kile was waiting for
it. She slipped under his blades and came up between them. It cost
her a hit to her right shoulder, but she got her Lann past his
defenses. Turning the blades outward and pulling back, she sliced
into both of his outstretched arms.

Cursing, Darfin retreated. He tried in vain to stop
the bleeding. The cuts were deeper than she’d intended. Dropping
her blades, she rushed to his side.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to hurt you,” she
said.

The Alva pulled away from her, laughing. “It doesn’t
matter what happens to me,” he said. “You’re already too late.”

“What do you mean? What are you going to do with the
Heart?”

“We’re not going to do anything with it. When your
king tries to use it, it will destroy your world, as it did
ours.”

“But why?”

“We were once a great and proud people, but we have
fallen from that grace because of your kind. You stole our homes
and drove us from our lands. We once ruled all of Dal’val, and now
we are nothing.”

“You can’t be serious. You would endanger all those
people for something that happened before any of them were even
born? That’s madness.”

“Maybe it is,” he said, “but it wasn’t our
idea.”

“What do you mean? Whose idea was it?”

Darfin grinned. “It was…”

He never finished his sentence. A Valgar bit off his
head.

Kile stumbled backward, tripping over her own feet.
The sudden appearance of a Valgar, inches from her face, was a bit
too close for comfort. She scrambled across the ground to where
she’d dropped her Lann, only to find another Valgar, standing over
them. She looked up into its eyes and saw the darkness of the
void—that and several rows of sharp teeth. If she didn’t know
better, she would have sworn it was grinning at her.

The Valgar slowly moved toward her as she crawled
backward. This was usually the time Grim would show up to save her
skin, but there was little chance of that happening. The mountain
pony was an ocean away. She was on her own.

The second Valgar tried to circle her, but she kept
turning to keep both of them in sight. They weren’t making it easy,
but at least they weren’t in a hurry. It was almost as if they
wanted to play with her for a little while longer. Once again, she
found herself with her back to the ocean. Looking around for
something to fight with, she spotted Darfin’s Lann. It was not too
far from his body or what was left of it. All she had to do was
reach it before she wound up in the same condition as the Alva.

They must have sensed she was about to try something
stupid. Both Valgar stopped moving. Kile quickly shifted her weight
to her good leg. If she was going to move, she would have to move
fast. Now it was only a matter of waiting to see which one of them
would strike first. For a while, it didn’t look as if either Valgar
was going to attack until one started trembling. She could see the
muscles in its back legs tense up right before it jumped. Kile dove
under the Valgar as it sprang forward. The second one spun around,
catching her left leg and sending her rolling across the ground.
She collided with Darfin. Scrambling over the dead Alva’s body, she
found his long knife and pulled it from its sheath. When the Valgar
lunged, she drove the blade up under its jaw. As it lurched, it
pulled the long knife from her hands, leaving her unarmed once
again. Quickly searching the ground, she grabbed a rock before
turning to face the second beast, but it was already pinned to the
ground. Master Boraro stood over the dead body.

She never thought she’d be glad to see him.

“What happened here, girl?” he bellowed, ripping his
blade free from the Valgar’s head. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem
too pleased to see her.

Kile struggled to get to her feet. The pain in her
left leg now matched the one in her right. It was difficult to even
stand, let alone walk. She slowly shuffled over to where she had
thrown her courier’s bag.

“It was Darfin,” she said, moving past Boraro, who
was examining the dead Alva. “He tried to stop me from reaching the
camp, to warn you about the Valgar and the Heart of Nilak.”

“What about it?”

“It’s a setup. If the king tries to use the Heart,
he will release the Maligar and turn the kingdom into a wasteland.
The Alva blame us for the loss of their home and now they want us
to feel the same loss. I don’t know who’s behind it. Darfin… lost
his head before he could tell me.”

“Never trusted that elf.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think he trusted us
either.”

“It’s a shame, really.”

“What is?”

“He didn’t kill you first.”

A sharp pain pierced her back. Looking down, she saw
the tip of Boraro’s sword protruding from her chest. The world grew
dim, and the shadows closed in on her until everything went
black.
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It hurt too much to move. Every muscle in her body
ached. She didn’t even want to open her eyes. About the only thing
she could do was groan, although it came out higher pitched than
she expected.

“Welcome back. We were starting to worry.”

The voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere
at the same time, but she didn’t have the strength to lift her head
and look around.

“You mean I’m not dead?” she asked.

“No, but it was close. Had you not been on the isle
of Shenataesi, you would have surely passed beyond my aid. It is
only due to the close proximity to Fthak’thun, and you being of
Orceen blood, that I could bring you here so you could heal.”

“Okay, I must be losing it, because none of that
made any sense.”

When Kile finally opened her eyes, she was staring
up into the boughs of a large tree. The leaves, although scarce,
were green, which was a great contrast to the ones she had seen
lately. The tree might not be dead, but it wasn’t healthy
either.

“Where am I?” she asked.

“Fthak’thun.”

“How long have I been… out?”

“That’s a little harder to explain. Time moves
differently between the realms. Sometimes it moves faster,
sometimes slower, and sometimes it doesn’t even move in the same
direction.”

“Okay, now I have absolutely no idea what you’re
talking about.”

“Rest for now. When you are ready, all will be made
clear.”

“I can’t rest. I have to get back to the ship. I
have to warn the others. They don’t understand—they don’t know what
the Heart of Nilak is.”

“And do you?”

She had to think about that one for a moment. What
did she truly know about the Heart? The walls of the temple told
her a story, but was it history or simply a fantasy? Sometimes it
was difficult to tell. Everybody had their own version of what
happened in the wastelands. If the walls were right, what happened
was worse than she thought.

“I think… I think the Heart is… or was… an Orceen,”
she said, finally giving voice to her lingering suspicions. Now
that she said it, it sounded even more bizarre.

“His name was Nilak.”

“Well, that would make sense,” she said. “I mean, it
is the Heart of Nilak that would make the artifact—what? His actual
heart?”

Now that was a squeamish thought.

“No, not quite, but near enough.”

“But it’s still dangerous. I have to warn Master
Heaney. He doesn’t understand.”

“I’m afraid it’s too late.”

“Why? What happened?”

“The ship, it has already sailed.”

“Gone?”

“I’m sorry.”

“They left me here? Alone?”

“Not alone. One remained behind, and he has been
worried about you. He can show you more, but you should rest
now.”

“Who?”

-Kile awake?-

“Vesper?”

She tried sitting up, but that didn’t work out too
well as she rolled over and found herself staring at a large
yarrow. His head looked enormous, nearly the same size as Grim’s.
How had he gotten so big?

“What’s going on here?” she asked nervously.

Vesper simply cocked his head to one side. -Kile
look different.- In his words, he showed her what he saw.

“I’m a rabbit… again?”

“Yes, I thought it was a rather odd choice, myself.
But who was I to say.”

She looked over to the tree, where the person she
had been speaking to was sitting among the roots. It hadn’t dawned
on her the voice was female until now. Since there were no other
women on the ship, she should have noticed that little detail
sooner. Kile chalked the lapse up to the fact she had been…
killed.

“That bastard killed me,” she shouted or actually
squeaked.

“I see you have no intention of resting,” the
speaker said, getting to her feet.

She was a young woman, slender in build and only
slightly taller than Kile, had Kile not been a rabbit. She had long
golden-brown hair and the sharp angular features of an Alva. Kile
recognized her instantly.

“You’re Risa Ta’re,” she exclaimed when the woman
came closer.

There was a haunting smile on her face—the same
smile she wore in the portrait that once resided in the Great Hall
back at the Academy.

“I was… once,” Risa said, looking away. “But that
was a long time ago.”

“I’m sorry. How… how did you… I’m not even sure how
to ask?”

The young woman laughed and for a brief moment,
everything seemed brighter. There was a melody to the sound, a
carefree feeling of safety.

“How did I die and end up here?” she replied.

“Yeah, I guess that’s kind of what I wanted to
know.”

Risa sat down on the grass next to Kile and stared
out across the landscape.

“There’s not much to say,” she said wistfully. “I
came to Shenataesi long ago, with a group of friends. Some of us
were seeking fame, others fortune, still others were there simply
for the adventure. Me, I only wanted to see the world. We learned
about Shenataesi from an old sailor who accidentally ended up on
its shores. Unfortunately, I never made the connection. Had I, I
would have talked him out of coming here, but in the end, I doubt
if even I could have been that persuasive. It wasn’t until we
arrived and I read the writing on the temple walls, I finally
understood the mistake we made. By then, it was too late. We were
set on by the Valgar. That’s all I can remember. When I woke up, I
was here, in Fthak’thun.”

“Yeah… that’s the part I don’t understand,” Kile
said as she began to get a better sense of her surroundings. It
wasn’t the island, but there were similarities. For starters,
everything was dead, everything but the great tree she now found
herself under.

“Where exactly are we? Where is Fat-ton?” she
asked.

“No, not Fat-ton, Fthak’thun. It is the realm of the
Orceen.”

“I still…”

“Yes, I know. It’s difficult to understand. You have
been here before, although only briefly. You see, when an Orceen
reaches a certain level of consciousness, their minds, and
sometimes even their bodies, can transcend from what you consider
the mortal realm to here, Fthak’thun.”

“A world beyond a world.”

“Yes, I suppose that is one way to describe it.”

“That must be the world tree then.”

“That was one of the names the Orceen gave it.”

“But why is it…”

“Dying? You know the answer to that already.”

“The Maligar. But what is the Maligar?”

“Haven’t you figured it out?”

Everything was slowly coming together. The pieces
were finally fitting into place. The Maligar, the Heart, Nilak,
Fthak’thun, the Alva, it was all starting to make sense. She simply
had to arrange them in the right order.

“The Alva tortured the Orceen, Nilak, creating the
Maligar, which eventually destroyed Kalistar, turning it into the
wastelands.”

“Very good,” Risa said. “And it is that same Maligar
that has corrupted and poisoned Fthak’thun, creating what you see
here.”

“But why? Why would the Alva want to destroy Fat-ton
or even Kalistar?”

“Oh, but they didn’t. You see, after the Mudd Wars,
when the Alva and the vir drove the Ogre underground, the Alva
started to view the vir quite differently. They were afraid of
them. The vir proved stronger than the Alva and more ambitious. It
wasn’t long before they tamed the lands and built towns and cities.
The Alva feared the vir would soon turn their attention to
Kalistar, so they decided to drive them from their world and
reclaim all of Dal’val for themselves. They saw the Orceen as a
means of doing this. As you know, the Orceen have a strong
connection with the natural world. Their ability to communicate
with the animals was only the beginning. They could call to them
for aid, see through their eyes, and hear with their ears. It gave
them a great advantage. The Alva wanted that advantage, but they
didn’t have the discipline to learn it, so they tried to take
it.

“Nilak was a great teacher, even among the Orceen,
and he saw the hatred and the desire of the Alva, so he refused to
teach them the secrets. For this, they imprisoned him and used
their arts in an attempt to extract the knowledge from him, but in
the end, they failed. In drawing it out, they corrupted it. It was
more than even Nilak could take. They say it drove him mad. Once
released, the Alva had no control over it, and it swept across
Kalistar, destroying everything in its path. It turned nature
against itself until all that was left is what you called the
wastelands. It would have gone on forever if it wasn’t for the
Orceen. Many of them sacrificed themselves to contain Nilak’s
madness into what is now his heart.

“They brought him here, to Shenataesi because the
veil between the island and Fthak’thun was thin. It was here, the
Orceen came to commune with Fthak’thun. They believed that in
bringing the Heart here, the closeness would heal Nilak, calming
his madness, and bring him back to the Orceen.”

“But it didn’t,” Kile said. “Instead, his madness
corrupted Fat-ton, creating another wasteland.”

“I’m afraid you are correct. His madness poisoned
Fthak’thun, to such a degree that not even the Orceen could return.
Hunted by the Alva and the vir, separated from their world, they
sought to escape in the only way they knew how by becoming that
which only they understood.”

“Wait a moment. Are you suggesting the Orceen
actually did turn themselves into animals?”

“It is likely, although only the wisest of the
Orceen held the knowledge. Here in Fthak’thun, they could take the
form of any animal they connected with, but within the mortal
realm, it is not so easy. The change is permanent. There is no
coming back from it, at least, not that I know of.”

“So back there, back in… reality, the Orceen may
still exist?”

The idea the Orceen had not simply disappeared from
the world, but were still around, hiding in plain sight, was a bit
of a revelation. She could have spoken to any number of them. Was
Kaza an Orceen? He seemed knowledgeable for a pet crow. Lindear had
to be one. How else would she be able to send the ravens to her at
the siege of Moran. What about Burgora? The old grizzly bear lived
for ages in the mountains around Coopervill, far longer than any
ordinary bear should have. And, of course, there was… Grim.

“I suppose it’s possible,” Risa said. “Who knows how
many Orceen may still be living among the very people who tried to
exterminate them.”

“No, that can’t be right. How can someone change
themselves into an animal? It’s impossible.”

“Says the rabbit.”

Yeah, she did kind of overlooked that small
detail.

“Well, say I believe you and this is all real? What
now?” Kile asked.

Risa turned toward the tree and looked up into its
branches. It was almost as if she was praying to it or speaking
with it. The sadness returned to her face.

“It is as you say, the tree is dying and Fthak’thun
with it. I have been able to keep the corruption at bay, but I
don’t know for how much longer. If Nilak is not stopped, the
Maligar will sweep across Dal’val, turning nature against itself.
It will tear both realms apart. Dal’val will become a great
wasteland, and Fthak’thun will cease to exist.”

“Well, that’s bad I guess, but what can I do? I’m a
rabbit for crying out loud. Not only that. I’m stuck on this island
with a thousand or so Valgar.”

“When an Orceen links with an animal, they not only
give a part of themselves, but they take a part with them,” Risa
explained. “That part is known by the Orceen as the Hi’kruul.”

“No,” Kile squealed, shaking her rabbit head. “Don’t
give me another word. It’s bad enough I can’t keep straight the
ones I already know.”

“The Hi’kruul is the essence, the joining of one
form with another. When in Fthak’thun, the Orceen can use this
essence to take on any form.”

“Fine, so I can become any animal I spoke to in the
past. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

“Yes,” Risa answered. “You are not limited to your
vir form here.”

“Well, that’s great, but it’s not going to help me
when I get back to reality if that’s even possible. I’ll still be a
vir, and I’ll still be stuck on the island.”

“That would be true, for an ordinary Orceen.”

“What do you mean?”

“Umingoth broke the barrier.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


“I don’t understand,” Kile said, but it didn’t
matter—there was nobody around to hear her. She was alone again,
stranded on an island in the middle of the ocean with no means of
getting home. Risa, the tree, all of Fthak’thun were gone. She was
back on Shenataesi, sprawled out on the beach, staring up at the
sun as it passed overhead. It was the middle of the day, probably a
little past noon, based on its position. She listened to her
stomach growl.

Quickly sitting up, she pulled her shirt up to
examine the fatal wound but found it was already healed. How long
was she in Fthak’thun?

Kile slowly got to her feet and did a quick survey
of her surroundings. She was on a beach at the foot of a cliff she
vaguely remembered being thrown off. That was after Master Boraro
stabbed her when she turned her back on him. It was the second time
he had done that. How could she have been so careless as to trust
him? For a moment, she actually thought he was on her side. At
least she didn’t have to deal with him right now. He was sailing
for home. It was the Valgar she had to worry about. Fortunately,
there were none in sight. Whether they were still lurking around
the island or had retreated to the darkness of the pit, she neither
knew nor cared as long as they weren’t where she was.

The only other living thing she could see was
Vesper. He was standing on a rock with his nose in the air.
Probably trying to find food. That was something else she had to
concern herself with. Finding what she needed to survive wouldn’t
be easy. Shenataesi was dead. Even more so than the wastelands. No
grass, no trees, no fruit. What water there was, was either salted
or tainted. She couldn’t even ask the local wildlife for help
because there was none. Birds avoided the island and what animals
once lived here were long gone. She was alone.

“Find anything, Vesper?”

-Nothing. Hungry.-

“Yeah, me too. We’ll head back to the campsite, see
if they left anything.”

It was a long shot, but it all depended on how
quickly the sailors left. If they feared an attack from the Valgar,
they might have abandoned a few of their supplies. If nothing else,
it provided her with a destination.

The beach she was on didn’t connect with the south
side of the island, so she couldn’t follow it back to camp. She
would either have to go north or straight up the side of the cliff.
Even though the cliff wasn’t all that high, she was in no mood to
climb. After collecting Vesper, she started walking north. It was
the roundabout route, but it proved the easiest, and it wasn’t long
before she was able to turn south. She was retreading the same path
she took when she was returning from the temple. It was only a
matter of time before she reached the place where she fought Darfin
and was surprised to find him still there. The headless Alva lay
undisturbed, exactly where he fell. It meant nobody came back to
reclaim his body, which also meant nobody came back to look for
her. There were only two reasons she could think of that would
explain why nobody came to investigate. The first was, they feared
for their lives. With the Valgar in the vicinity, and believing she
was already dead, they didn’t want to risk another encounter. It
made perfect sense, and she wanted to believe it because the
alternative was less pleasant: a scenario where she was never meant
to leave the island. Her only reason for being included in the
company, according to Darfin, was to recover the Heart from its
resting place. They must have known, or feared, she would figure
out what was going on. Once she did, she became a liability.

After carefully searching Darfin’s body for anything
that might be of use, she came away with a few coins, a small piece
of flint, and a length of string. She thought about removing the
ring from his finger but couldn’t bring herself to do it. It was
one thing to go through the Alva’s pockets; it was quite another to
strip him of his valuables. She did, however, find his Lann, which
she carefully laid beside him. She wanted to bury him, to show
respect even though he did try to kill her, but she had to worry
about herself first. She still needed to find food, water, and a
safe place for the night.

When she finally reached the beach, she was
surprised to see the tents were still erect. Even the campfire,
although burned out, still had Lothran’s soup pot sitting on it. It
appeared as if everyone simply up and left, leaving everything
behind. Looking out into the harbor, she almost expected to see the
Charlotte still anchored offshore, but it was too much to
hope for.

Kile went from tent to tent, pulling out anything
she could use. Water bottles, medical supplies, purification
cloths, clothing—everything was still there, even the hardtack.

“Well, it’s definitely not my first choice, but at
least we won’t starve,” she said, sniffing at the block of
food-like substance. Even Vesper didn’t complain when she broke him
off a piece.

She piled her newly discovered bounty in the center
of camp and, using a vial of liquid kindling, restarted the
campfire. She didn’t think it would keep the Valgar away if they
chose to attack, but it was better than sitting alone in the dark.
Her next step was to take inventory of her supplies. Food and water
were her primary concerns, and it looked as if she had enough for
maybe a week if she rationed herself. Since the only food was the
hardtack, it shouldn’t be too difficult. She took another bite and
quickly washed it down. How long would she have to be stranded on
this island before it tasted better?

“Well, Vesper. We are in a real pickle this time,”
she said, lying down beside the fire. “I have no idea how to get
back home. How about you?”

-Fly,- the yarrow said.

Kile laughed. “If only it was that easy. Although,
Risa did say something about Umingoth, but I’m not sure how he can
help me all the way out here. Even if I could get a message to him,
which is highly unlikely, there’s no guarantee he would come.”

-Lizard friend.-

“I think Umingoth’s only friend is Umingoth,
although, I am the guardian of his offspring, so maybe that counts
for something. I suppose I could give it a try, but not right now.
Maybe first thing in the morning, assuming I’m still here.”

Kile closed her eyes but found it difficult to
sleep. Her mind was too busy running through all the new bits of
information it had gathered. There might be a few holes in it, but
she was starting to get a better picture of what was going on.

“Didn’t Risa say something about you being able to
show me what happened after I… died?” she asked Vesper.

The yarrow was knocking around a chuck of hardtack.
-Show Kile.-

“What did you see, Vesper?”

Climbing up onto her chest, he made himself
comfortable as Kile fell into her Edge. It never took her long to
connect with the yarrow as he was always a willing subject. No
sooner was the link made when everything went black. Fortunately,
this time, the darkness wasn’t the result of her losing
consciousness. It was simply what Vesper saw from inside the
courier’s bag. He was trapped inside when she tossed it away and
could do nothing but listen to the battle. Kile wanted to see her
duel with Darfin, but since Vesper couldn’t, she couldn’t. All she
could do was listen and wait. The battle sounded a lot shorter than
it felt and ended with the sound of a Valgar biting the head off an
Alva. That was something she was glad she didn’t see. Once was more
than enough. The battle with the Valgar, however, was harder to
follow. Although she remembered what happened, it was difficult to
link the sounds to a proper picture; that was until Master Boraro
arrived.

“What happened here, girl?” she heard him call
out.

She couldn’t make out any more of the conversation.
It was difficult to hear from inside her cloth prison. There was a
bunch of mumbling, followed by an eerie silence that lasted until
the bag was suddenly lifted into the air. For some reason, Master
Boraro decided to take it with him. She was sure his motives
weren’t driven by a desire to save the yarrow. There was no way he
knew Vesper was inside. But what other reason did he have for
taking it?

The bag moved violently, and Vesper flopped around
inside it as Master Boraro started running. He was heading back to
camp as quickly as he could. She could hear him breathing hard, but
she couldn’t sense any fear. As far as she knew, there was nothing
chasing him.

“Get to the boats. Get to the boats,” he
shouted.

The sound of the waves, the smell of the ocean, they
must have reached the beach.

“What is it? What’s happening?” somebody asked him.
It sounded like Private Eafer.

“Saladog!” Boraro said. “There are saladogs in the
woods.”

“Are you sure? We haven’t seen anything since we’ve
been here.”

“Wait. Where’s Kile?” Daniel asked.

“Forget her. She’s dead.”

“What do you mean dead? What happened?”

“There’s no time to explain. There were dozens of
them out there. It’s only a matter of time before they come looking
for us.”

“But we have to find Kile,” Daniel said.

“She’s dead, I tell you. I found her body alongside
Darfin’s. They must have been attacked in the forest. They took
several of those creatures with them, but there were too many.”

Well, at least she went down fighting.

“If that were true, where are they now?” Daniel
asked.

“How the hell should I know? I killed three of them
myself, trying to get back here. Maybe they’re regrouping.”

“Are you sure?”

That was Master Heaney’s voice. He sounded genuinely
concerned.

“We have to go back and get them,” Daniel said. “We
can’t just leave them out there.”

“I’m sorry, Danny. If what Master Boraro says is
true, it’s too dangerous.”

“But Master Heaney—”

“No, get to the boats,” Heaney commanded, his voice
growing louder. “Get to the boats, get back to the ship. Take only
what’s necessary.”

“But…”

“Eafer, get him in the boat.”

“Yes, sir.”

Soon, the voices died down, and the only sound Kile
heard was the heavy breathing of Master Boraro. The flap of the bag
was suddenly flung open and light streamed in. Vesper seized his
opportunity to escape. Leaping out, he startled the Hunter, who
quickly tossed the bag aside. When Vesper hit the sand, he ran for
cover, but no one tried to stop him. From the safety of the rocks,
he watched as the vir fled in boats. They were battling the tide as
they rowed out to the Charlotte.
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“I’m sorry, Vesper,” Kile said when she opened her
eyes. “I’ve tried, but I still can’t reach Umingoth. He’s either
too far away, or he’s simply not listening to me. I’m not even sure
why Risa brought him up in the first place.” She slowly got to her
feet, slapping the sand from her pants as she walked down to the
ocean’s edge. Looking out over the water she had to wonder where
the Charlotte was now. Had it reached the stormwall? Did it
make it through? Was it already home?

Three days had passed since they abandoned her on
the island, but Kile had a feeling it was a bit longer. Risa said
time moved differently between the realms. Sometimes faster,
sometimes slower, and sometimes not even in the same direction. She
felt her time in Fthak’thun was considerably longer than three
days.

Sitting down beside a smoldering campfire, she
pulled her pack toward her and dug inside it for her morning meal
of hardtack. It still tasted horrible, so it meant she wasn’t
stranded long enough. She washed it down with a long drink of
water. The purification cloths she’d found weren’t the cheap ones
provided by the Guild, but the high-quality ones made by the
alchemists in Littenbeck. They would supply her with enough safe
drinking water long after the food ran out. Wrapping the rest of
the hardtack up, she stuffed it back into her pack.

“You sense anything, Vesper?”

-Nothing. Alone,- the yarrow said.

They were taking turns, keeping watch, but it was
starting to feel unnecessary. There had been no sign of the Valgar
since the day of her death. It was a morbid way of keeping track,
but it was the most significant event in her life so far. It had
been three days since she died, not counting her time in
Fthak’thun, since she wasn’t sure how long she’d been there. In
those three days, she explored most of the island, looking for some
means of getting home, but one side of the island looked as dead as
the other. The only place she didn’t return to was the underground
temple. It was pointless to go back. There was nothing more she
could learn there and she risked annoying the Valgar if they were
still down there. As far as she knew, they could have all stowed
away on the Charlotte.

 


~~~***~~~

 




The first day, she buried Darfin on the northeast
corner of the island. It was the closest she could get him to his
homeland. From there, he could look out over the ocean to await the
Alverian ships, which would never come. Of course, she couldn’t
find his head, so he wouldn’t be seeing much.

On the second day, she completely dismantled
and packed away the campsite since she didn’t need all those tents
up, and it gave her something to occupy her mind. She also stopped
feeding the campfire. There was no need to keep it burning. It
wasn’t as if she had any real food to cook. She tried fishing, but
it seemed as if the fish avoided the island as much as the birds
did.

During the nights, she kept trying to get
back to Fthak’thun, but she simply couldn’t find her way. Each time
she had visited the realm in the past, it was by accident, usually
when she was asleep or gravely injured. Now that she needed to get
back there, it seemed inaccessible. Risa hinted at a way to get
back home, but she simply didn’t understand what the Alva wanted
her to understand.

Kile took another drink of water and threw
the bottle across the beach.

-Kile mad?-

“Yes. No. I don’t know,” she said in an
exasperated voice as she fell back on her blanket. “This is all
becoming pointless, Vesper. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.
As far as I know the Heart is already back home. Roland has already
released the Maligar and Aru is now a giant wasteland, and I’m
simply… useless.”

Now she was starting to sound like her
father. She hadn’t given him much thought over the last couple of
years, not that she had much time to. Wouldn’t he be vindicated
right about now?

Kile quickly stood. “I am not useless,” she
shouted to the sky and threw her hands up. “I… just have no idea
what I’m supposed to do.”

Vesper turned and looked at her.
-Change-

“Change? Change what?”

-Change you.-

“Change me? What are you talking about?”

-Change you,- the yarrow said and in his
words, she saw herself… as a rabbit.

“That’s not funny, Vesper.”

-Change.-

“It’s not possible.”

-Try.-

“Vesper, it’s not possible. Risa said it
only works in Fthak’thun. I guess reality works a bit differently
there.”

-Umingoth broke the barrier.-

“What did you say?”

-Umingoth broke the barrier.-

It was the last thing Risa had told her
right before she woke up. Umingoth broke the barrier. It was more
like he broke her. She was never quite the same after that,
although she never understood what he did. To save her from losing
her mind to the Maligar, Umingoth broke the barrier. Even he didn’t
know the consequences of his actions. Risa said she was not just
any Orceen.

“That’s ridiculous,” Kile said, brushing the
notion aside. “It’s impossible.”

Was it?

Didn’t she see Murphy turn himself into a
living statue, before walking into a burning farmhouse? Didn’t she
witness Eric turn himself into living flame? Even Carter could
become invisible, although that was more of an illusion than a
transformation. Still, was it all that different than turning
oneself into a rabbit?

“Even if it was possible, what good is it being a
rabbit?” she asked the yarrow.

-Not rabbit, Norir,- Vesper explained, and in his
words, she saw the great white albatross soaring through the
clouds.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


“This is stupid,” Kile said as she sorted through
her supplies.

It was difficult to pack when you didn’t know where
you were going, and she didn’t know where she was going. As for how
she was going to get there, she was trying not to think of that.
What she was planning to do, or try to do, was beyond the realm of
possibility, and yet it was the only plan she had. Right now, all
she could do was prepare.

She wouldn’t need much. Food and water were her
biggest concerns. A block of hardtack and a canteen of water and
one of the purification cloths should be enough. She would also
need her weapons. There was no telling where she might end up, so
she had to include her Lann and her long knife. She would also need
a first aid bag and a tinderbox.

Sitting back and reexamining her supplies, Kile
realized the futility of the situation. She couldn’t take any of
it.

How much could an albatross carry?

The idea was laughable if it wasn’t for the fact she
was serious.

It wasn’t so much carrying it, it was trying to take
off with the load. When Norir left the Charlotte, he’d had
to jump off the back of the ship, and even then, he stumbled across
the surface of the water to pick up enough speed to gain flight.
There was no way he could have done that while weighed down with
all the supplies she had laid out in front of her. If she believed
she could pull this off, she would have to leave everything
behind.

What was it Master Latherby had told her? All a
Hunter needed was a good horse, a good weapon, a good heart, and a
good head on their shoulders. Somehow, she never seemed to have all
of them in the same place at the same time. So now she was lacking
her horse, her weapons, and her good sense, but at least she had
heart, although she wasn’t sure how far that was going to get
her.

There was only one thing she had to take. Otherwise
she couldn’t leave. Looking over the supplies, she picked up the
personal first aid kit. It was a simple small white pouch, filled
with a few vials of foul-smelling liquids, questionably labeled as
medicine, as well as an assortment of cloth bandages. There were
two long straps secured to the sides of the pouch, so it could be
tied around a waist like a belt, or even hung from one’s shoulder.
She turned the pouch over and dumped the contents onto the sand. It
should be just large enough, she thought as she tested the strength
of the straps.

“What do you think, Vesper?” she asked, holding the
pouch out to him. “You think it’s large enough for you to ride
in?”

The yarrow didn’t look too convinced. -Small.- He
sniffed at the pouch.

“It has to be small. I can’t carry much as an…
albatross. I can’t believe I actually said that.”

Vesper climbed into the pouch to test it out. It was
a snug fit and there wasn’t much room for anything else, but she
wasn’t planning on taking anything else. Although, the hardest
things to part with were going to be her Lann. Master Latherby gave
them to her, and they once belonged to Risa Ta’re. In a way, it
seemed almost fitting they should remain on the island. She wrapped
them in an old cloth. Picking up the pouch, which was now filled
with a yarrow, she continued inland, leaving everything else
behind. She stopped when she found a nice spot, or as nice a spot
as she was going to find on this dead island. Beside an interesting
rock formation, she buried her Lann. Who knows—once this was all
over, and if she survived it, she might come back and reclaim them
someday.

“So, Vesper. How do I do this?”

-Don’t know.-

She laid the pouch on the ground and sat down beside
it. It was still early, and the sun was still low in the eastern
sky. Staring out over the ocean, she watched the waves break on the
beach.

-Kile all right?-

“I guess I’m a little nervous,” she said. “Risa said
only the wisest of the Orceen could change their form in the mortal
realm, and then it was permanent. What if I’m not wise enough? What
if I’m stuck as an albatross? It wouldn’t be my first choice.”

-Kile wise.-

“That’s what you think,” she said, giving the yarrow
a smile. He was always optimistic and he made her feel as if she
could do anything, even turn herself into an albatross. How would
she have made it through any of this without him by her side?

There was no reason to put it off any longer. It
wasn’t going to get easier as the day dragged on, nor was there
chance of some random ship arriving to spare her from this ordeal.
She was out of ideas, and the longer she waited, the closer the
Heart was to reaching Roland if he hadn’t already received it.

“The only good thing is, there’s no one around to
see me make a complete fool of myself,” she said, taking a deep
breath and trying to relax.

The mystics taught her how to clear her mind, how to
push all the problems to one side and focus on what was
important.

“Well, here goes nothing,”

Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge and let
everything go. She released her hold on reality and allowed the
feral side to take over. It was like being back at the Tower under
the watchful eye of Vanessa. However, she didn’t have the mystic
around to pull her back if she went too far. She was on her own.
The deeper she descended into her Edge, the more she let go of
herself. The peaceful tranquility of the nothingness embraced her.
Only when she felt she had gone far enough, did she claw her way
back, but it wasn’t her identity she was seeking this time, it was
that of the albatross, Norir. She connected with him, she touched
him, and now she wanted to be him. His essence, his Hi’kruul was
within her. Like a suit of feathers, she tried to pull it on, but
when it wouldn’t fit, she quickly abandoned it for her own.

When Kile opened her eyes, it was still morning, the
ocean was still before her, and Vesper was still curled up in his
medical bag at her side. She looked down at her hands and counted
her fingers. Nothing had changed.

“I thought it was too much to hope for,” she
squawked.

Vesper laughed.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

The yarrow didn’t answer. He couldn’t. He simply
showed her what he saw.

Kile had once thought green hair was a disaster. She
never considered having the face of an albatross.

“Oh, son of a…” she said, grabbing her beak.

This wasn’t exactly going as planned, but at least
it proved she was on the right track.

“Wonderful. Well, I can’t very well go back looking
like this.”

Closing her eyes, she fell back into her Edge, going
even deeper this time around. How easy it would be, she thought, to
stay down and never come back up. To remain oblivious to everything
around her and be nothing, but she couldn’t do that. She had to put
an end to this, once and for all, and getting back home was the
first step. If that meant becoming an albatross, she was going to
become an albatross. Struggling her way back to the surface, she
embraced the Hi’kruul of Norir, forcing herself into his feathered
essence. It was a strange sensation—like drowning and flying at the
same time. For the last two years, she had fought to keep her
identity, to keep herself intact, and now she was forced to release
it, to let it go. As long as she held on to herself, she could
never become something else. When the last part of what she was
fell away, what she became was stronger.

The first thing she realized, when she came back to
reality, was something wrapped around her, holding her down. She
struggled to get out from under it, but her body wasn’t responding
as it should. She tried grabbing at it, but she had no hands. She
tried kicking at it, but her feet were too short. In the end, all
she could do was flap around until she freed her head. That’s when
she realized she should have probably taken her clothes off first.
She was now tangled up in her own shirt. It also brought up an
interesting problem: what was going to happen when she changed
back?

Looking down at the rest of her clothes, she spotted
something gold, half buried in the sand. It was Roland’s ring. She
couldn’t leave that behind.

-Vesper, get the ring,- she squawked. The sound
coming out of her mouth was definitely not in the king’s tongue,
but the yarrow still understood. He climbed out of his bag and
started digging the ring out of the sand but suddenly stopped.
Lifting his nose to the air, he sniffed.

-What is it, Vesper? What do you smell?- she asked,
but she didn’t have to. Her sense of smell was so much sharper now
and she knew what the yarrow detected. The Valgar were coming.

She thought it was too much to hope for, that the
Maligar would leave her alone. Now that she’d found a way off the
island, they couldn’t simply let her go. She didn’t know how many
of them there were, but she knew it would be more than she could
handle.

-Run, Vesper,- she squawked when the first saladog
crested the hill.

Time slowed down. She stared at it, and it stared
back. Maybe it was confused by what it saw. It probably never
expected to see an albatross, wearing a shirt, strolling along the
beach. It raised its massive head and released a defeating howl
that echoed across the island. It was calling to others.

Kile’s first thought was to try to change back, but
there was no time. The transformation took long, assuming she could
even pull it off. With the Valgar coming right at her, it also made
it difficult to concentrate. Her only other choice was to run, or
try to. Albatrosses weren’t built to run along the ground, which is
probably why they started flying. Stumbling down the beach, she
tried to free herself from her shirt when the Valgar finally caught
up to her. Managing to only get one wing free, she avoided getting
hit by jumping into the air and flapping it wildly. Turning on the
Valgar, she came down on its head and clawed at its eyes.
Unfortunately, albatrosses have webbed feet, so it did little to
deter the creature. It simply hauled off and smacked her into the
sand. After she hit the ground, the Valgar pinned her down. She
tried to free herself by pecking at its legs, but it didn’t have
much effect—her beak wasn’t sharp enough. She had connected with
vultures, hawks, and eagles, but she had to choose to become an
albatross.

As a last resort, she bit him.

That proved effective and rather disgusting as she
tore off a chunk of his leg. The Valgar jumped back and Kile
quickly squirmed out from under him, leaving behind the tattered
remains of her clothing. They faced off again, but this time the
Valgar was a little more hesitant of the albatross. He slowly
circled her, trying to get behind her, but Kile kept him in view.
She stretched out her wing, making herself look larger. That’s what
she had seen birds do and figured it couldn’t hurt. When the Valgar
finally made its move, she was ready. Leaping into the air and
flapping her massive wings she came down on its head, this time
grabbing his nose in her beak. Clamping down, she cut into the soft
flesh. The creature howled as it shook its head, trying to dislodge
her. Kile ripped off a good section of the nose before being thrown
across the beach. Flapping her wings, she controlled her landing
and was ready for the creature, but it appeared the Valgar had
enough of the albatross and retreated.

She didn’t have time to relish her victory. She had
to save Vesper. He was trapped within the interesting rock
formation while two more saladogs tried to dismantle it. With no
idea what to do, Kile charged at them with her wings spread,
squawking all the way. The sudden appearance of a wild albatross
startled the Valgar. They both backed off slowly, giving the yarrow
the space he needed to escape.

-Get to the bag,- Kile yelled while she kept the
Valgar distracted, but it wasn’t for long.

Seeing their quarry escape, they gave chase. There
was no way she could stop both of them, so she quickly turned and
stumbled after Vesper. The yarrow reached the pouch first, diving
in, with Roland’s ring still in his mouth. Kile came in second and
scooped the pouch up by its straps, but the Valgar were close
behind. She tried to take flight, but there wasn’t enough room.
Three more saladogs appeared in front of her. Taking a sharp left
turn, she made for the edge of the cliff and, jumping off, flapped
her wings like crazy.

She had hoped to land in the water but feared she
was going to hit the rocks. Instead she caught the updraft and was
lifted into the air. Her wildest dream had come true: she was
flying.
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Norir made it look so easy, but flying was anything
but. It took all her concentration to stay in the air. Every time
she tried to look around, she lost altitude. Just because she
adopted the albatross’s form, didn’t mean she adopted his instinct.
She was still a vir learning to fly.

On a positive note, she was making good time. The
island of Shenataesi was no more than a speck on the horizon. At
this rate, she should be home in maybe a day or more, assuming she
was heading in the right direction. It was as bad as steering a
ship. There were simply no landmarks to navigate by. It was one
large body of water, stretched out as far as she could see, and all
the waves looked alike. All she could do now was keep flying until
she spotted land or fatigue forced her into the ocean.

Kile flapped harder to gain altitude, but height
didn’t improve the view. She had been flying for hours and still,
there was no sign of land. She wasn’t expecting to see the shores
of Aru so soon, but she figured she should have at least hit the
stormwall by now. Not that she was looking forward to it. She
barely survived it the first time, and that was when she had a ship
under her. Unfortunately, the stormwall was the least of her
problems. She hadn’t eaten in hours and the longer she kept flying,
the harder it would be to keep her wings flapping. The prospects of
getting home in one piece were starting to look grim. She needed
rest and she needed food, and both of them were right below her;
however, it wasn’t that simple. Although a water landing was her
best chance, she couldn’t risk it. What would happen to Vesper?
It’s not like she could set the yarrow adrift while she dined on
raw fish.

-How are we doing, Vesper?- she asked the yarrow,
who had been fairly quiet this whole time. She knew he wasn’t
comfortable in the small medical bag, and he wasn’t fond of
heights, but he hadn’t complained since they left the island. She
felt he knew their situation as well as she did.

-Not fun,- he whispered, which was uncharacteristic
for the excitable yarrow.

-I know what you mean,- Kile said.

To think, she had once thought flying would be fun.
Now, she wanted nothing more than to be on solid ground. -I’m
afraid there’s no getting around it. We are lost if we don’t find a
place to land soon…-

-Ask directions,- the yarrow said.

Kile was about to ask who she was supposed to get
directions from when she saw what Vesper had already seen. A flock
of birds far off to her right, and not just any birds, but
albatrosses. There were nearly two dozen of them skirting the
surface of the water. Slowly tilting to one side, Kile gradually
turned until she was heading toward them. Now all she had to do was
reach them. She tried flapping her wings faster, but that only
improved her height, not her speed. She would simply have to
continue the way she was and hope they didn’t leave before she
reached them. The albatrosses, however, must have been aware of her
distress, or they simply wanted to meet this newcomer. They broke
away from their dance with waves to come to her.

The great birds maneuvered gracefully around her
until they were flying above her, below her, and on both sides.
Before she knew it, she was part of the flock.

-Fly, fly,- they kept telling her, and there was a
sense of freedom in their words, one she had never felt before.

Kile thought she was flying until she watched them.
Where she was flapping her wings like mad, just to stay in the air,
they were casually gliding along on the wind. Their movements were
effortless. Of course they had been flying since they were born and
she had only started that morning.

Like Norir, their communication was limited. It was
more instinctual since they had little contact with the vir, but
when one albatross flew in front of her, she quickly caught on.
They were trying to teach her how to fly. The lead albatross
stretched out his wings and started to glide. Kile mimicked his
movements and suddenly felt the air under her wings. It was like
floating on the wind and required no effort on her part to stay
aloft. This was how they could stay in the air for so long, she
realized. The albatross led her through a series of spiraling
patterns, first climbing to great heights, then gliding
considerable distances at speeds she didn’t think were possible.
Even though the course was circular, she was making better time and
using less energy.

-Fly-

-Fly-

They continued to squawk, all the while dancing
around her on the wind. She mirrored their movements and before
long she wasn’t following them but flying alongside them. The
albatrosses seemed pleased she had learned so quickly and accepted
her as one of their own. Kile couldn’t decide which was better, to
be a member of a pack or of a flock, and although she enjoyed being
a part of something wonderful, she knew she couldn’t stay.

-I need to find land. I need to get to Aru,- she
tried to explain to her new friends.

Although they understood land, they knew nothing of
Aru. It didn’t even help when she pictured the port city of
Salthaven. The albatrosses simply had no knowledge of the vir, save
for a few ships they might have seen floating along on the sea.

-Rocks,- Vesper suddenly announced, and Kile
flinched, fearing she was going to slam into one, but when she
looked around she saw no such obstacle.

-What are you on about?- she asked the yarrow.

-Rocks,- he said again, but this time she saw what
he was trying to tell her. He wasn’t talking about any old rocks,
but tall rocks that rose out of the sea. He was showing her the
Custodians. Why hadn’t she thought of that?

Catching up to the lead albatross, Kile inquired
once again. -I need to find these rocks,- she said and pictured the
tall rocks she had once sailed between.

Much to her surprise, the lead albatross suddenly
changed direction. He swung right and headed away from the setting
sun. How he knew where to go, simply from her description, left her
amazed. There was still so much more she could learn from the
birds.

Their path might not have been the straightest of
courses, and it seemed as if she was going around in circles, both
up and down, but always they spent the longest time heading east.
Kile never lost faith in the albatrosses, and when the stone
pillars came into view, she knew they had shown her the way
home.

-Go, go,- they squawked as they started falling back
one by one until Kile was alone again. She was going to miss her
new friends, but staying with them was simply not a choice.

As she passed over the Custodians, she couldn’t help
but think how wonderful they looked now that she was seeing them
from above. They formed a straight line, from the shores of Aru,
all the way out to sea. The reasoning behind their existence wasn’t
a concern for her at the moment. All she knew was she was getting
closer to home. She continued her course the way the albatross
showed her, and as darkness set in, she saw the lights of
Salthaven. She had finally made it.

The port city experienced something of an increase
in activity during her absence, much like Eafer said it would. Now
that the warm season was upon them, the docks were filled with
boats—everything from small fishers to large cargo ships. She came
in low over the docks and spotted the Charlotte moored in
the same place it had been when they first set sail. It meant the
Heart reached Salthaven before her. If luck was with her—but why
should this time be any different?—the artifact was still somewhere
in the port city. She might still have a chance to stop it before
it reached Roland.

Kile flew in lower before circling the
Charlotte. The ship seemed a little worse for wear, but at
least it had made it back in one piece. She could only hope that
went for the crew as well. Well, maybe not all the crew. She was
pretty sure she wouldn’t be too upset if something happened to
Master Boraro, but that was too much to hope for.

When she flew inland and passed over the city,
people stopped and pointed. It was clear albatrosses were not a
common sight in Salthaven, or maybe just not at night. Circling the
city twice, she looked for anyone she might recognize, but there
were simply too many people. If she was going to find someone from
the crew of the Charlotte, she would have to do it on the
ground and in the form of a vir. She needed to find a safer place
to set down.

It wouldn’t do to land in the middle of the street.
Not only would she take out a few pedestrians if she tried, but
changing back to her vir form would be awkward—she’d left her
clothes on the beach of Shenataesi. Instead, she followed the road
out of the city until she spotted a more convenient location. A
large lake, nestled among the trees. It gave her the privacy and
the space she needed. Now all she had to do was figure out how to
land. It probably would have been a good idea to have asked the
albatrosses for some tips.

-Hold on tight, Vesper. This will probably be
painful,- she warned the yarrow while circling the lake a few
times, trying to decide in which direction she should hit the
water. If only there was a way to set him down first, she wouldn’t
have to worry about him during her own landing. Of course, landing
was only half the problem. Changing back would be the real test.
She hadn’t thought about that little detail since she took the form
of an albatross. How hard would it be to change back, to find her
own identity? Did she even know who she was anymore? Did she even
want to turn back? And why was she falling?

Kile hit the water hard and came up gasping for air.
Vesper cursed at her before he swam for the bank. She was a vir
again. She was naked in the middle of a cold lake at night, but she
was a vir again. How did that happen?

Swimming after the yarrow she scooped him up and
carried him the rest of the way out of the lake where she gently
set him down on the grass. He dropped Roland’s ring on the ground
at her feet.

“Are you all right, Vesper?”

-Not fun!-

“I’m sorry, I don’t know how that happened. I was
just thinking about turning back. I didn’t actually try.”

Kile shook herself off before sitting down beside
the yarrow. She was feeling a little wobbly. It had been a whole
day since she had legs. Fortunately, the weather was warm, warmer
than it should be for spring, so there was no chance of her
freezing to death. Picking up the ring, she turned it over in her
hand and examined it, before slipping it onto her finger. Of all
the things she could have saved, why was this so important? She had
no answer, at least none she wanted to give voice to. There would
be time to consider such foolishness, she told herself as she
quickly scanned her new surroundings.

“We’ve got to find clothes and we’ve got to find
food,”

-Food,- the yarrow exclaimed and his nose shot in
the air.

Kile stumbled to her feet. “What is it? What do you
smell?”

-Food,- he answered, and this time she could smell
it too.

Picking up the yarrow, she headed deeper into the
woods. It was surprising how vulnerable she was without clothing
on. It didn’t seem to bother her as an albatross.

Keeping to the shadows, she reached the end of the
forest, which was also the start of a farm. A short wooden fence
separated her from fields of freshly planted vegetables. Kile
carefully approached the edge of the garden and sniffed for the
scent of any vir who might be in the area. Only when she was sure
there was no one around, did she jump the fence. Never did she
think she would be stealing from a farmer’s field, but approaching
the main house and asking for help would only raise questions she
didn’t have answers for.

Sadly, this was not the harvest season, so there
wasn’t much to choose from. Based on the extent of growth, she
figured it must be the early part of summer. There were advantages
to growing up on a farm. She searched through the rows of
vegetables, looking for anything that might be edible. Carrots were
her best chance, she thought as she pulled up a few. She didn’t
need many, five or six would be more than enough, and the farmer
wouldn’t miss them.

She was about to climb back over the fence with her
ill-gotten goods when she spotted something more valuable. In a
field of corn, there stood a lopsided scarecrow. Kile tossed her
carrots over the fence and carefully following the outer edge of
the farm, made her way toward it. He wasn’t much different from the
ones Leon and she created back on the Veller farm, with his burlap
head full of straw and old clothes.

“Good evening, old man Gally-bagger,” she said,
addressing the strawman. “I hope you don’t mind, but I need to
borrow your clothes.”

Stripping the scarecrow down to its wooden skeleton,
she left only his straw-filled head to stand guard over the field.
Everything else she took with her. There wasn’t much. A pair of
baggy pants with a length of rope for a belt and a tattered old
shirt that was missing a few buttons. There was also a straw hat
that had seen better days, but she didn’t see the point of taking
it; she looked bad enough as it was. Alas, old man Gally-bagger
didn’t wear any shoes since he didn’t get around much, so she was
still barefoot. Climbing back over the fence, she reclaimed her
carrots and headed into the forest.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


After having nothing to eat all day, and hardtack
three days in a row before that, the carrots were like a feast. She
had two in her pocket and was munching on the third when she
finally reached Salthaven. Needless to say, she was getting a few
looks.

Her priority now was twofold. First, she had to find
the Heart, and second, she had to rescue Grim. Unfortunately,
getting the mountain pony wouldn’t be easy. There were stable fees
that were due, and she was sure the proprietor wasn’t going to
accept carrots. So, the stables were off-limits for now, which
meant her first destination would be the docks. She was sure
Captain Dotol would still be with the ship, and if not the captain,
there was always Custard.

Kile followed the road down toward the ocean, where
the smell of the dead fish filled the air. The place was bustling
now, far busier than it was during her departure. There were now
seven or eight large cargo vessels being loaded and unloaded as the
docks were filled with barrels, boxes, and crates. Maneuvering
around the obstacles and trying not to get run over, she got her
first good look at the Charlotte. From what she could see,
they finished most of the repairs, save for replacing the mizzen
mast. A tall, slender figure was standing on the aft deck shouting
orders at his men. There was no mistaking Captain Dotol. He would
be able to provide her with the answers she needed, and maybe a few
coins to get her horse out of the livery.

“By the sevens, Kile?”

Kile turned around to see Erin rushing toward her.
“Oh, hi. I’m glad I ran into you. I was—”

Before she could finish her sentence, Erin grabbed
her by the arm and yanked her up the hill toward the
warehouses.

“Hey, that’s my wing you got there,” Kile exclaimed,
prying Erin’s fingers loose. “What’s the matter with you?”

Erin stepped back and stared at her for a while
before she started shaking her head again in disbelief. “It’s
really you, isn’t it? I mean it has to be you, but it can’t
be.”

“Erin, calm down. It’s me. I need to talk to Captain
Dotol, he—”

“You can’t.”

“Why can’t I?”

“Kile, you’re dead, or at least Captain Dotol thinks
you are. Hell, we drank to your memory and everything.”

“Yeah, but I… wait, you actually drank to my
memory?” She grinned.

That was sweet of them. To think, her death earned a
drink at the local pub.

“Yes, Kile. When the Charlotte returned
nearly a month ago, you were reported among the dead. They said you
were killed by Valgar back on the island and they couldn’t reclaim
your body.”

“Oh, that. A bit of a misunderstanding, I’m
afraid.”

“A misunderstanding? Kile, you cannot talk to
Captain Dotol.”

“But why?”

“Because he thinks you’re dead.”

“Yeah, you said that already, but when I talk to
him, he’ll know I’m not.”

“It doesn’t work that way. Sailors are a
superstitious lot. If you even get close to that ship, they’ll
likely think you’re a spirit, and… quite frankly, the way you look
right now, not a benevolent one.”

Kile looked at her suspiciously. “Are you kidding
me?”

“I’m afraid not. Dotol’s been a sailor all his life.
He believes in the song of the sea, and when the sea claims
someone, they don’t let them go. Not without a reason, and in most
of the stories, that reason is revenge.”

“Why would I seek revenge on Captain Dotol?”

“Because he blames himself for your death. He thinks
it’s his fault because he let you on the ship in the first
place.”

“But If I talk to him, tell him it wasn’t his
fault—”

“It won’t matter, assuming he’ll even listen to you,
and right now, you’re probably better off dead.”

“Why?”

Erin quickly looked around the docks before pulling
Kile farther back into the shadows.

“Not here,” she told her.

“Fine, I won’t go anywhere near the
Charlotte, okay?”

“I think it would be for the best.”

“This is ridiculous.” Kile shook her head. “Then
maybe you can tell me where the others are.”

“The rest of the company? They spent a few days at
the Seagull’s Rest before heading back to Azintar. That was over
two weeks ago.”

“Two weeks? What day is it?”

“We’ve just passed Juno.”

“I was afraid of that. Carrots don’t lie.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I was hoping to get them before they left. Now it
doesn’t look as if I’ll find them before they reach Azintar. Oh…
never mind. I have to get Grim out of the stables. I have to get to
Azintar, but I’m afraid… I’m a little short of funds at the
moment.”

Erin reached into her pocket and handed Kile a
key.

“Wait for me at the Gull, room 206,” she said. “And
it’s best if you’re not seen.”

Before she could get Erin to clarify her statement,
the Hunter was gone. Kile looked down at her tattered outfit.
Surely Erin was ashamed to be seen with her.

“Come on, Vesper. I guess we’re not going to see the
captain after all.”

Making her way up the hill, toward the Seagull’s
Rest, Kile couldn’t help but think about what Erin told her during
their brief conversation. Although it was nice to hear they had a
drink in her honor, she couldn’t figure out why it would be better
if she remained dead. Did it have something to do with Darfin? It
was obvious the Alva wasn’t working alone since it was Master
Boraro who killed her in the end. But if the whole expedition was
one big conspiracy she wasn’t a part of, and she was never meant to
leave the island, why would Boraro lie about the circumstances
concerning her death? The only reason would be not everybody was in
on it. That, at least, was comforting. It’s nice to know not
everybody wants you dead.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


It wasn’t difficult sneaking into the Seagull’s
Rest. Kile had broken into Windfoil once, now there was a
challenging. The inn, not so much. She knew walking through the
front door, dressed like a scarecrow, wouldn’t go unnoticed, so she
tried the service entrance. Sure enough, it was unlocked and
unguarded. Yet it wasn’t like the Gull catered to anybody of
importance. Mostly it was filled with ship captains, first mates,
and the odd tourist. Using the back stairs to reach the second
floor, she searched the hall for Erin’s room. The only person she
met along the way was a drunken sailor who was stumbling around the
halls and bumping into walls. Even if he had seen her, he probably
wouldn’t have known her or remembered her if he did. She waited
until he passed before unlocking the door to 206.

The room was similar to the room she had when she
stayed at the Gull. The only difference was the view. Her room
overlooked the ocean, while Erin’s overlooked an old well in the
courtyard. There was also no evidence of anyone staying in the
room, save for a saddle that was occupying the only chair and a
backpack sitting in the far corner. The rest of the room looked
untouched, but Erin was a seasoned Hunter. She wouldn’t have
anything that wasn’t essential. All she needed was in her backpack.
Everything Kile owned was in her pack, as well, which was… where
exactly? She’d left it on the ship when she went to the island. Was
it still there, or did Daniel take it with him? Save for a few odd
souvenirs, which, for some reason, didn’t seem important anymore,
all that was in it were her clothes.

Tossing the empty medical bag on the table, Kile
headed to the lavatory. She found a pitcher of cold water and a
bowl sitting on a stand in front of a mirror. There was also a
full-sized tub in the corner that looked inviting. Too bad it was
dry. It had been a long time since she had the luxury of soaking
herself in a bathtub. Pouring some of the water into the bowl, she
washed face and hands and stared at herself in the mirror. Wow, did
she look terrible. Erin was right. If she had gone back to the
ship, they definitely would have mistaken her for something
unnatural. At least she didn’t have the beak of an albatross or the
green hair of a Brussels sprout. Looking around the lavatory, Kile
found Erin’s brush and worked out the tangles in her hair. It
wasn’t much, but she was starting to feel a little more normal.

Back in the main room, she found Vesper curled up on
Erin’s pillow.

“Move over, you,” she said, falling down on the bed
beside him.

It’d been a long time since she had the luxury of a
real bed.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


“Don’t tell me you came all this way only to drop
dead in my room,” Erin said, closing the door behind her.

Kile opened her eyes to see the Lady Hunter set a
few bags down on the table.

“Sorry, I must have fallen asleep,” she said,
yawning herself awake. “What time is it?”

“It’s a little before noon,” Erin said. She tossed
Kile one of the bags. “Here, put this on.”

“What is it?”

“Something I picked up. It should fit.”

“You brought me clothes?”

“If you’re planning on going back to Azintar, you
can’t go dressed like that.”

Kile hesitated before opening the bag. The last time
she accepted clothing from someone, she found herself wearing silk
and lace. Fortunately Erin’s taste was a little more sensible.

“This is perfect, thanks.”

“Well, yeah, I had my eye set on a ball gown, but I
didn’t think it would be practical for riding.”

“Very funny,” Kile said, gathering the clothing
together and heading to the lavatory.

“So, does that mean Grim is still in the
stables?”

“No other place will have him since nobody wants
him. I’m glad you made it back, otherwise I wouldn’t know what to
do with him.”

“I’m pretty sure he’d have gotten tired of waiting
and would have gone home on his own.” Kile laughed. “He’s not
terribly patient.”

Then again, like her, Grim didn’t have a home. Where
would he have gone, had she not come back? For that matter, how did
he know she was coming back? Could it be that Grim was an
Orceen?

Kile stepped out of the lavatory. She had exchanged
her Galley-bagger outfit for a pair of dark brown leather breeches
and a white cotton top. Modesty would have prevented her from
picking the outfit out herself, but she did like it now that she
was wearing it.

“So, what do you think?” she asked.

Erin looked up from the packages. “Well, you look
more civilized.”

“Is that food?” Kile asked excitedly when she saw
Erin produce a loaf of bread from one of the bags.

“I stopped in the kitchen on the way up. I hope
you’re hungry.”

“Are you kidding? I’m so hungry I could eat a
tree.”

“A tree?”

“Hey, I’m vegetarian. What did you want me to say?”
Kile asked as she curled up on the table and grabbed a loaf of
bread. She didn’t have to call Vesper over. The yarrow was right
there beside her, trying to get his mouth around an apple. She cut
it up for him.

“So, what happened on the island?” Erin asked.

Kile shrugged. “What did you hear?”

“Well, I know you recovered the Heart of Nilak if
that’s what you mean, but Kile, you died, at least that’s what
Garret said.”

“Oh, yes, Master Boraro. What exactly did he tell
you?”

“He said you and the Alva, Darfin, left camp
together. He hinted there might have been something more between
you guys. When it got late, and you didn’t return, he went looking
for you. That’s when he found you… or… what was left of you. He
said there were Valgar everywhere and, from his description, they
had done a pretty good number on the two of you.”

Kile laughed. “Really. Me and Darfin? I think Alex
should get Boraro to write some of his stories.”

“So, there was… nothing?”

“Of course not. Please. Darfin tried to kill
me.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I figured it out. I learned something in
the temple. The Heart of Nilak can’t restore the wastelands because
it created them in the first place, and the Alva knew it.”

“What are you saying?”

“I think the Alva have been playing Roland from the
beginning. I have no doubt they could have recovered the Heart
without our help, but they wanted us to have it. If Roland releases
what’s in the Heart, there’s no telling what will happen.”

“I don’t know, Kile. The king isn’t naive. You don’t
honestly think he trusts the Alva, do you?”

“No, I don’t, which is why we’re still here, and the
world hasn’t been turned into one large desert. Rol… I mean the
king, already said he didn’t trust the Alva, but I don’t think he
knows everything about the Heart, either. He might think he’s
playing them while being played himself, and that’s not the worst
of it.”

“What do you mean?”

“It wasn’t Darfin who killed me, although he tried.
It was Master Boraro.”

“Garret? Are you sure?”

Kile slowly looked over at Erin. “He ran me through
with a sword and threw me off a cliff. If that doesn’t mean I want
you dead, I don’t know what does.”

“But why Garret?”

“I think the Sons of Terrabin have something to do
with this. That’s why I have to get to Azintar and why I have to
speak with both Roland and Master Latherby.”

“Guild Master Latherby? Kile, nobody’s seen Latherby
in ages, not since the takeover of the Guild.”

“I saw him a few days before we left. He was in
Azintar. I have to find him again. I have to tell him about the
Heart. He might know how I can stop it.”

“Latherby? Look, Kile, he’s a good man and all, but…
I’m not sure he’ll be able to help you. He’s not all that
knowledgeable when it comes to such things, or… anything.”

“Except that he’s an eight-hundred-year-old Alva,
who has been fooling everyone.”

Erin stared at Kile in disbelief.

“Mathew Latherby? An Alva? You’re joking.”

“Yeah, I had a hard time believing it when he told
me, and it gets even stranger, but that’s for him to tell you, not
me. I have to get to Azintar, which means I have to get Grim out of
the stables.”

“I paid the stables fees,” Erin assured her. “You
can get Grim anytime you want. In fact, Mr. Collins said, the
sooner the better. I don’t think he wants him around anymore.”

“Great, then I have to get going,” Kile said,
jumping down from the table. She loaded some food into one of the
bags.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Erin asked.

Kile looked around and shrugged. She didn’t have
much to forget. All she needed was the food for the trip and
Vesper. Erin could keep the Gally-bagger’s clothes.

“I don’t think so.”

“You’re going to need something on your feet
first.”

Kile looked down at her bare feet. Funny how she
didn’t even notice. It seemed quite natural.

“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that.”

Reaching under the bed, Erin pulled out a pair of
old boots. “Here, take these.” She tossed them to Kile. “They
should fit you.”

“Thanks. I’ll pay you back when I can.”

“Since you’re supposed to be dead, you’ll forgive me
if I doubt you.”

“I’ll pay you back… somehow,” Kile said, pulling on
one of the boots. It wasn’t the best fit. Erin’s feet were slightly
bigger, but it was better than nothing, not that nothing was all
that bad. “By the way, why is it better if everyone thinks I’m
dead?”

“The Hunters aren’t the Hunters anymore, Kile. The
Guild’s pretty much gone now. The Sons have taken over, and they
are no longer hiding it. If what you say about Garret is true, and
they find out you’re still alive, they’ll be looking for you.”

“What about you?”

“Me? You don’t actually think I’d join with the
likes of them, do you?”

“Well, since you’ve helped me and haven’t tried to
kill me yet, I’m going to go out on a limb and say no.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Thank you again, Erin, for everything. Come on,
Vesper, let’s go get Grim.”

“Hold on there.” Erin stopped Kile before she
reached the door. “What would you say to a traveling
companion?”

“Are you serious?”

“At the moment, I’m the worst kind of Hunter—one
without a mission. There’s nothing here for me.”

“But I thought you were setting up the southern
defenses.”

Erin laughed. “A defense is only good if there is
something to defend against. We haven’t seen hide nor hair of the
enemy. They’re not out there. I haven’t even received reports from
headquarters in over three months. I have a feeling I’ve been
squirreled away so I don’t cause trouble for the Sons.”

“If that’s true, and you leave, won’t the Guild come
looking for you?”

“Probably. But it’s better than sitting here waiting
for them to come. As a matter of fact, I’ve been meaning to visit
the Guild headquarters for some time now, you know, to hand in my
resignation.”

“You’re leaving the Guild?”

“Don’t look so surprised. It’s as I said. The Guild
isn’t the Guild anymore. Besides, I’m sure I can land some work as
a mercenary, or hook up with one of the caravans, that’s if they
reopen the Balaa trade routes.”

“They closed the trade routes?”

Kile’s first thoughts were of the Undacks: the
merchant family that snuck her into Azintar when she was a
fugitive. The Undacks’ whole life was spent on those trade
routes.

“Oh, yeah, there hasn’t been anything moving in or
out of Balaa for the last few months.”

“Why?”

“Beats me. Hunters don’t concern themselves with
politics. I only heard it from a member of the merchant’s Guild the
other day.”

To think, a couple of months ago, Kile was desperate
to get out of the Tower, to get back to the real world. She was
starting to realize the real world wasn’t what it was cracked up to
be.
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“You wait here. I’ll get Grim,” Erin told her.

They were standing in the road, on the edge of town,
where it wasn’t so crowded. Fewer people meant fewer chances of
Kile being recognized. Erin was nothing if not excessively
cautious. They had dined in their room and left the Seagull’s Rest
that afternoon, hoping to be on the road before nightfall. Their
plan was to leave Salthaven under the shadow of darkness. There was
no reason to stay in the port city any longer than they had to.

“Maybe I should…”

“No. It is better you’re not seen picking him up.
That way, they can’t make a direct connection if they come snooping
around.”

Erin didn’t have to tell her who they were. Kile
already knew. The Sons of Terrabin thought she was dead. Why
wouldn’t they? By now, Master Boraro had made his report to the
Guild Council. As long as the Sons believed him, they wouldn’t be
looking for her. But how long would it last? She didn’t exactly
hide her identity when she returned to Salthaven. If it wasn’t for
Erin, she would have confronted Captain Dotol, and there’s no
telling whose side he was on if he was on anyone’s side. A hidden
Hunter, with an Edge influenced by the sphere of air, could be
halfway to Littenbeck with the news of her return. They could be
searching for her right now.

Kile started looking at the faces of the people in
the street. Any one of them could be a Hunter.

“Don’t get spooked on me now,” Erin warned her. “If
it happens, it happens, we’ll deal with it, but if you start seeing
Hunters behind every tree…”

“I know, I know. It’s just, I’ve been on the run
before and it’s not fun,” Kile said.

“Yeah, I know. I was the one chasing you, and if I
remember correctly, you always left yourself a way out.”

Kile laughed. “To be honest. Most of that was sheer
luck.”

“Yeah, well, you handled yourself like a seasoned
Hunter, and that was when you were fresh out of the Academy. You’ve
got some years under your belt now, so I expect better.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Erin had only taken a few steps away from her before
she turned around. There was a look of doubt on her face—or was it
fear?

“Grim,” she said slowly. “Is there anything I should
know about him?”

“What do you mean? You already know what he looks
like.”

“Yes, I know,” Erin said. “It’s only that… well…
animals around you act differently, and I’ve heard stories,
horrible stories, about Grim. Is he going to come quietly?”

The words Grim and quiet never seemed to work in the
same sentence. Grim once kicked a stable hand through a barn door
to see how far he would fly. If he didn’t want to go with Erin,
there was nothing she could do to the make him.

“Here, take Vesper with you,” Kile said, handing her
the yarrow. “If Grim sees Vesper, he’ll know I’m around. He’ll
cooperate.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course,” she lied. “Grim can be very
reasonable.”

“If you say so,” Erin said, although she didn’t
sound convinced. She held Vesper nervously in both hands when she
headed out to retrieve the mountain pony. Kile thought it a bit
odd: a Certified Level One Hunter with Erin’s experience was scared
of a horse.

Waiting for Erin to return, Kile found herself
reexamining the faces of the people around her. A few looked in her
direction, and a group of men outside a store selling fishing
supplies whispered among themselves. What were they whispering
about? Was it about her? Did they recognize her? Were they Terrabin
Hunters? Did one of the men just look in her direction? Her
paranoia was starting to show again. It was probably a good idea to
get out of sight, if only for her own peace of mind. Slipping
quietly off the road, she found a secluded area behind one of the
buildings.

It felt as if it was taking forever for Erin to
return. Kile paced nervously as multiple scenarios raced through
her head. Everything from Erin getting captured by Terrabin Hunters
to the Maligar sweeping through Salthaven and turning it into a
wasteland. What was in that exotic cheese Erin brought for lunch?
Closing her eyes, she tried to find her center. Right when she was
calming herself down, somebody screamed. Kile reached for her Lann,
which, unfortunately, was somewhere on an island miles away.
Looking around for something to defend herself with, she grabbed a
lump of wood and cautiously peeked around the corner of the
building. A large hairy black mass knocked her on her backside.

-Where the hell have you been? How dare you leave me
in that rat-infested dump? Do you know what the salt air does to my
mane?-

Kile looked up at a large mountain pony with a
yarrow perched between his ears.

“Grim,” she exclaimed.

-Well, at least you remembered who I was. I guess
that’s something.-

“Where’s Erin?”

-How the hell should I know? Let’s just go.-

“What happen? Who screamed? Where’s Erin?”

-Don’t know, don’t know, don’t care.-

“We can’t leave without Erin.”

-Sure, fine. Nice to see you again, Grim. It’s been
so long, Grim. How have they been treating you, Grim?-

“I am glad to see you, but right now we have to find
Erin.”

-By the sounds of it, she’s right behind me on that
nag of hers.-

At that moment, Erin came around the corner on her
piebald mare, skidding her to a halt. The Lady Hunter looked a bit
put out.

“Mount up, let’s get out of here,” she said.

“What happened? Who screamed?” Kile asked.

“Just about everyone. I don’t think sneaking out is
an option anymore,” Erin said, looking over her shoulder. “We
should probably leave—now.”

Kile quickly pulled herself up onto Grim’s back, and
the mountain pony was off. He didn’t want to wait around any more
than they did.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


They traveled a few hours before nightfall. Kile was
a bit worried. She was afraid to bring up the question of their
departure from Salthaven since Erin didn’t seem too pleased. She
knew it had something to do with Grim’s behavior, because, well, it
always had something do to with Grim’s behavior.

“So.” Kile chose her words carefully. “Are we in
trouble?”

Erin grinned. “Let’s just say we won’t be going back
to Salthaven anytime soon.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Oh, great idea you had, me bringing that rat
along,” Erin said, shaking her head. “No sooner do I get my horse
out of the stables, he performs a disappearing act.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is, he jumps off my shoulder and runs
into the stables. Before I could run in after him, that… that beast
of yours comes crashing through the wall. He takes out two stable
hands, a fence, and three vending carts, not to mention scaring
half the people in the street. Doesn’t he ever go around anything?
I’d almost swear he was aiming for those people. Everyone starts
yelling and pointing at me, saying I was responsible. I jumped onto
Elemia and got out of there as fast as I could. That is the first
time I’ve ever had to hightail it out of a town.”

“I am so sorry, Erin. Grim is a bit headstrong at
times.”

“Don’t worry too much about it. It’s not like I was
planning on going back there again in my lifetime.”

“Well, you have to admit. It was… different.”

Erin slowly look at Kile and burst out laughing.
“Now I see where you get your reputation from.”

“What reputation?”

“That of the Wild Hunter.”

“Seriously, I thought that nickname would have died
down by now.”

“Oh, no. Once you get a name like that, you keep it
for life.”

“Yeah, but this is my second life. Don’t I get a
do-over?”

“Afraid not, kid, you’re stuck with it.” Erin
grinned, but the grin didn’t last too long. It was soon replaced by
a look of concern. Something was troubling the Hunter.

“What’s the matter?” Kile asked although she wasn’t
sure if she wanted to know.

“Heaney,” Erin said. “He has a two-week head start
on us. He should have reached Azintar by now, which means we’ll be
late to the party.”

“What can we do?”

“There’s not much we can do. If we stick to the
roads, keep our downtime to a minimum, and trust they’re not
looking for us yet, we may reach Azintar in… six days.”

“So what you’re saying is, whatever’s going to
happen is going to happen before we get there.”

“If it hasn’t happened already,” Erin added.

Kile shuddered at the thought. How long did it take
the Maligar to corrupt what was once Kilmore, turning it into the
wastelands it was today? She never thought to ask Risa when she had
the chance. Was it something that happened overnight, or was the
poison slow to take hold? Was it happening at this very minute, or
did they still have time?

“What if we sent a letter to Roland?” Kile
asked.

Erin gave her a funny look, which probably had
something to do with the fact she used the king’s true name
again.

“What if we sent a letter to the king?” she
corrected herself.

“How would we get it to him? I don’t think hiring a
Hunter is such a good idea at the moment since they’re probably
looking for you. We don’t even know which ones we can trust
yet.”

“I could get a bird to deliver it.”

“And would he deliver it directly to the king?”

“Yeah, as long as I can picture him accurately for
the bird to identify.”

“Oh, I’m sure that shouldn’t be a problem.” Erin
gave Kile that funny look again. “But it might work. If nothing
else, it should buy us some time.”

-Fly,- Vesper suggested.

“Not bloody likely,” Kile answered.

“What?”

“Ah, nothing. Vesper was simply throwing some ideas
out.”

“Well, if he has ideas, let’s hear them.”

“Nothing very practical at the moment.”

Kile thought about flying to deliver the letter to
Roland herself, but there was the whole reverting-to-normal
problem. The last time, it had happened rather suddenly, and she’d
plunged into a lake from forty feet in the air. Imagine if it
happened while flying over the city. Splat, no mail today. She
needed more practice before trying that again. Flying was almost as
dangerous as…

How desperate was she?

“Um… Erin, there might be a faster way,” she said
nervously.

“What do you have in mind?”

“How far is Baxter’s Bay from here?”

“About two days’ hard ride. We could be there by
tomorrow evening, but that’s going out of our way.”

“What are your feelings on… magic?”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


They followed the coastal road until Erin call for a
stop. Elemia was not a mountain pony and didn’t have the tolerance
Grim had for long journeys. It also didn’t help Erin was starting
to fall asleep. Unlike Kile, she couldn’t stretch out on the back
of her horse to rest. Taking the advice of a groundhog, they
stopped for a few hours in a small field that was difficult to see
from the road.

There was no need for a fire. They simply rolled out
their blankets and ate a meal of bread and cheese before catching a
few hours of shut-eye, or at least Erin did. Kile found meditation
was more restful than sleep in moments of stress. Sleep was
difficult to come by when you were afraid of the dark. Kile had
seen the darkness and she had seen what it could do when it was
released. It was not something she could forget, even for a couple
of hours. When she opened her eyes, she saw Grim standing in the
field, watching the road. The mountain pony took it upon himself to
stand guard over them while they slept.

Slowly rising, so as not to disturb Erin, she
approached the pony.

-You’re not sleeping?- Grim asked without turning
around.

“I can’t sleep,” Kile said. “I haven’t been able to
for a while. Not after what I saw on the island.”

-Do you want to talk about it?-

“I wouldn’t know where to start. He was an Orceen,
Grim. Like me. They drove him mad and… look what he became.”

-And you fear you’ll become what he became?-

“It’s not so much that. It’s what I feel when I’m
near it.”

-And what is that?-

“Acceptance.”

It was true. The only place she felt accepted was in
the darkness of the pit, and it scared her. The notion she could
simply forget herself and become nothing. How many times, when she
was young, did she want to do just that? It was too easy to let go
of everything and become part of the darkness.

-I fear you are too stubborn for that, child.-

“How can you be so sure?”

-Because I know you. I know your mind. I have seen
inside you as you have inside me. We aren’t that different, you and
I-

“Sometimes I wish it were true.”

-It may be truer than you can imagine.-

Kile placed her hand on the pony’s side. “Grim, are
you an Orceen?”

He laughed. -Orceen, please. You’ve been spending
too much time around the vir. Your brain is beginning to
wither.-

“Come on, Grim, I know that once the Orceen were
barred from Fthak’thun, they retreated to the only place they
understood.”

-And you think I’m one of those… Orceen. If I were
truly an Orceen, don’t you think I would have chosen something
other than a mountain pony? Maybe a cat or a dog, you know, so the
vir would have to wait on me hand and foot. No, I’m afraid I am
what you see.-

“Well, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with
being a mountain pony.”

-Get some sleep, child. We will be riding hard
tomorrow to reach your city.-

“Thank you, Grim, for everything.”
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Kile and Erin continued along the coastal
road until they reached the highlands that overlooked the tourist
attraction known as Baxter’s Bay. It was pretty much the way Kile
remembered it, even at night, but it was only a couple of months
since she’d last seen it. It was amazing—everything that had
happened in that short period of time all started here with a
letter. How she regretted reading it. If she hadn’t, she never
would have gone to the palace, and therefore, would never have been
part of the company. Then again, it probably wouldn’t have made
much of a difference. They would have come looking for her. Darfin
made that quite clear. She was included because she was the only
one who could recover the Heart. There was no way they would let
her miss all the fun.

“Hold up,” Erin called out.

Lost in her thoughts, Kile never noticed she and
Grim had wandered into the middle of town and people were starting
to notice. Erin quickly came up along aside her, steering her off
to one side.

“What’s the matter?” Kile asked. She quickly
surveyed her surroundings but saw nothing that should have alarmed
the Hunter.

“Over there.” Erin pointed to three men. They were
standing outside one of the buildings, farther up the street. Apart
from an unnatural interest in the people who were walking past
them, there was nothing Kile could see that set them apart from
anybody else. At least nothing that looked suspicious. In fact,
they seemed as out of place as everybody did in Baxter’s Bay.

“Who are they?” she asked.

“Hunters,” Erin said.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. You’ve been at this as long as I have,
and you’ll start to recognize other Hunters on sight.”

“But what are they doing here?”

“That’s a good question,” Erin said, dismounting.
“My guess is, they’re probably hunting.”

“Hunting? Hunting who?”

“Don’t know, but we shouldn’t take any chances.
Where did you say Alex was performing?”

“The Purple Puffin. It’s somewhere on the east side
of town.”

“I know the place.” All the while she was talking,
she was calmly stroking Elemia’s nose. If Erin was worried about
the Hunters, she wasn’t showing it. “Wait here,” she said, turning
away.

“Why? Where are you going?”

“Wait here, and… keep an eye on our friends. Don’t
let them know you’re watching them.”

Kile dismounted and moved to a location where she
could carefully watch the three men without being seen. Erin
strolled across the street and disappeared into a large two-story
building. The Hunters didn’t seem to take any notice of her. It
either meant they didn’t recognize her, or she wasn’t the one they
were looking for. Kile sank farther into the shadows.

“I don’t like this, Grim. Why are they here? Who are
they looking for?”

-How should I know?-

“There’s no way they could have known we were coming
here.”

-I think you’re getting a little paranoid. They
could be here for any number of reasons.-

“Yeah, name one.”

-Hunter’s convention?-

“You’re not helping.”

-Hey, what do you want? It’s not like the Guild
confides in me.-

After what seemed like an eternity, and yet was only
a few minutes, Erin returned, holding what looked like a bundle of
orange cloth under her arm. She remained calm and never once looked
toward the three men while she crossed the street. Kile was amazed.
Had it been her, she would have had to look and probably would have
looked guilty doing it.

“What did they do?” Erin asked when she got
closer.

“Nothing. They didn’t even notice you.”

“Well, that’s a good sign.” She tossed Kile one of
the orange bundles. “Here, put this on.”

Kile unrolled the cloth to discover it was a hooded
robe, not unlike the ones the mystics wore, only they never wore
orange.

“Are you sure about this?” she asked.

“Well, it’s the only color they had, but hey, this
is Baxter’s Bay. Pretty much anything goes. As long as we hide our
faces, we shouldn’t have any problems.”

“I hope you’re right,” Kile mumbled as she slipped
into the robes. She made sure Vesper was comfortable on her
shoulder before pulling the hood down over her eyes.

“We’ll leave the horses here, for now,” Erin said,
pulling her own hood down and stepping out into the street.

Kile led the horses farther back into the alley.

“Grim, Elemia, please stay here. We’ll be back for
you as soon as we can,” she said before catching up to Erin.

They were simply two orange mystics enjoying a night
on the town.

Kile followed the Lady Hunter through the back
alleys and side roads, much the same way she followed Emara when
she led her through the city. Baxter’s Bay was a hodgepodge of
streets and buildings. There was no discernable plan to its layout.
Streets ended, crossed, and turned on themselves. It was easy to
get lost, but Erin seemed to know where she was going. Before long,
places started to look familiar. Kile recognized The Purple Puffin,
which still looked like an old warehouse and could have easily been
mistaken as one if it wasn’t for the line of people outside the
door.

“You think he’s here tonight?” Erin asked.

“Oh yeah, he’s here,” Kile said.

Getting through the front door was easy. Seeing the
stage, not so much. The place was packed—standing room only. From
the size of the crowd, Alex was putting on a good show tonight, and
nobody wanted to miss it.

“Miss Doyle?” somebody shouted.

They turned and saw a stout man with shaggy blond
hair and a bushy mustache making his way toward them. Erin moved to
intercept, but Kile stopped her.

“Mr. Lewis, it’s nice to see you again,” she greeted
the man when he got closer. “I’m surprised you remember me.”

“Well, to tell you the truth, Miss Doyle, we don’t
get too many mystics these days, and there’s that rat of yours. You
don’t see too many people with one of those on their shoulder.” The
stout man laughed. He strained his neck to look over Kile’s head.
“Is Miss Lon with you today?”

“No, but we’re hoping to meet her soon. I need to
speak with Master Bartlow.”

“Well, as you can see, he’s in the middle of a
performance, but if you want to wait at Miss Lon’s table, I’m sure
he’ll see you afterward.”

“That would be wonderful, thank you.”

Mr. Lewis turned and parted the crowd, like a large
ship cutting through water. Kile and Erin followed in his wake.
When they came out the other side, he led them to the same small
round table Kile had shared with Emara the first time she visited
the Puffin. There was even a bowl of breadsticks sitting in the
center of it, although they probably weren’t the same ones.

“I’ll let Master Bartlow know he has visitors as
soon as he’s finished. I believe he’s on the last act now,” the man
said with a big smile only half hidden by his mustache. “Can I get
you anything while you wait? A cup of tea, if I remember
correctly.”

“Oh, yes, that would be wonderful,” Kile said. It
had been ages since she’d had a cup of tea.

“And what about you, Miss?” Lewis said, turning to
Erin.

“An ale would be fine.”

“As you wish, I’ll be back shortly.”

Erin waited until Mr. Lewis was out of earshot
before turning to Kile. “Who is Miss Doyle?”

“I am,” Kile said proudly. “Or at least that’s who
he thinks I am. Miss Emily Doyle. It’s a name Alex came up with for
one of his stories. When we first…”

Kile stopped in midsentence as the reality of the
story Alex was performing on stage finally hit her. This was not
the siege of Moran, nor did it have a curvaceous version of her
bouncing around the battlefield only to be saved by the king. There
was no laughter from the audience, no oohs and aahs. They were
respectfully quiet as Alex recounted the tale. Kile was witnessing
her own mortality. It was the story of her death. Alex took no
liberties in her appearance this time. The illusion looked exactly
like her and it was unnerving.

The play wasn’t accurate, far from it, but she could
forgive him this time. Alex was only retelling the version Master
Boraro made up, although she was sure Alex put more of a heroic
spin on it. She had just lost her battle with the Valgar and was
being taken back to the boats. It was a somber moment, and there
was more than one sniffle in the audience.

When Alex finally let the illusions fade, Kile was
struck with a sense of loss. In a way, it made her life seem so
futile, to be snuffed out by a bunch of Valgar.

“Well, that sucked,” she thought, only to realize
she said the words out loud and quickly cupped her hands over her
mouth. Alex looked up and his eye widened. He suddenly jumped to
his feet, sending his small chair toppling over. The audience
responded with confusion.

“Ah… that’s all for today. Thank you for coming,” he
said, leaping off the stage. He was almost to their table before he
suddenly stopped and turned to the audience. “Tips are always
appreciated.”

The people applauded as they rose from their seats
and made a line past an old jar sitting on a stool. They showed
their appreciation by filling it with coins.

Alex waved for Erin and Kile to follow him before he
disappeared through an open door located off to the side of the
stage. It was a small room, not much larger than their dorms back
at the Academy. There was a single wooden table covered with
papers, more of Alex’s story ideas, based on the handwriting. A
bookshelf sat against one wall and was home to a random set of
curiosity as well as a few books on mythology and legends.

Once they were in, Alex closed and locked the door
behind them and spun Kile around to stare at her face.

“Is that really you?” he asked.

“Yes, it’s me.”

Alex quickly released her. “Why are you alive?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“I mean, I’m… I’m glad you’re a… why are you alive?
Do you know what this means? I have to rewrite the ending to my
story.”

“Oh, sorry to be such an inconvenience. Maybe I
should go back to the island and drop dead.”

“No… no… it’s too late now anyway.”

“Isn’t it wonderful to have such caring friends?”
Kile asked Erin, who was trying, unsuccessfully, not to laugh.

Alex threw his arms around her. “I’m sorry Ki, I am.
I glad you’re alive,” he cried. “It’s just, it was such a wonderful
story. Did you see them out there? Not a dry eye in the house. How
am I going to top that?”

“Look, Alex, if you help me, I’ll tell you what
happened, including how I got off the island… without a boat.”

Alex’s face lit up. “You will?” He wiped the tears
from his eyes. “So, what happened? How did you do it? How did you
get back?”

“Yeah, how did you get back?” Erin asked.

“This is not the time,” Kile said. “Alex, do you
know what those Hunters in town are here for.”

“Hunters? They’re not real Hunters, well, at least
not Hunters like us… or you and Miss Silvia, I mean. I’m no longer
a Hunter, but you already knew that.”

Erin smiled and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Once
a Hunter, always a Hunter.”

Alex beamed with pride. “Well,” he said with a big
grin, “they’ve been scratching around here for a few days now,
asking all sorts of questions. I haven’t told them anything.”

“What kind of questions?”

“Actually, a lot of them were about you two.”

“Us?”

“Well, not together. I mean, like the questions
about Miss Silvia were more like, where is she, where does she go,
and when was the last time she was in Baxter’s Bay? But with you,
Kile, it’s more about what you could do. They knew you could speak
to animals, but they want to know what else you could do. Like
could you control them or make them do things.”

Erin started pacing the floor. “Well, that’s good
news,” she said, although not convincingly.

“How is that good news?” Kile asked.

“They’re not asking where you are, which means they
still think you’re dead, so they’re not looking for you yet. It
also means nobody saw us leave Salthaven, so, their presence here
is simply a coincidence.”

“Wonderful, but it doesn’t help us. Why do they want
to know about me?”

“They also wanted to know about your brother,” Alex
added.

“Leon? Why do they want to know about Leon?”

“That would make sense,” Erin said. “They might
think the Orceen blood runs in the family. Has your brother ever
shown signs of communicating with animals?”

“Not in the least. You don’t think my brother’s in
trouble, do you?”

“I wouldn’t think so. I only met your brother once,
and I didn’t sense he had any of your gifts, but I’m no
mystic.”

“Wonderful. It’s not like my sister-in-law doesn’t
hate me already. Now she’s going to have Hunters appearing on her
doorstep, questioning them about things they don’t even know.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” Erin said.
“They’re not going to try anything with a civilian. There’s no gain
in it. Right now, the Terrabin Hunters are trying to prove
themselves. If they start going after simple farmers, they won’t
gain much support. As long as your brother shows no signs of the
gifts you have, they may watch him, but they’ll leave him
alone.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Before Erin could answer, there was a knock on the
door. She instinctively reached for her sword, but Alex motioned
for them to move back and stay quiet. The air around them shimmered
and it was almost like standing under a waterfall, yet there was no
water. Kile could smell the illusion taking form.

Opening the door, Alex found Mr. Lewis standing on
the threshold, holding a tray of drinks.

“Master Bartlow,” the stout man greeted him in a
jovial tone, all the while trying to look past him into the room.
“There were two mystics waiting to see you, but they seemed to have
taken their leave.”

“Not to worry, Mr. Lewis. They’ll be back shortly.
If you want, you can leave their drinks with me and put them on my
tab.”

“As you wish.”

When Lewis stepped into the room, he paused to have
another quick look around. Seeing nobody but the young bard, he set
the drinks down on the table, right in front of Erin. He looked
around the room once more, before speaking with Alex. “A very
moving performance tonight. You’ve outdone yourself. I don’t
remember ever seeing the place so packed and so quiet.”

“It was a special piece. I probably won’t be doing
it again anytime soon.”

“Shame. The customers seemed to enjoy it,” Mr. Lewis
said and stepped out of the room. He turned and tried for another
look, but Alex closed the door.

“That was close,” Erin said. “Do you trust him?”

“Oh sure… sort of. I mean, he’s okay and he’s never
tried to cheat me or anything, but if somebody were looking for
information, well, you know, he’s not much of a secret keeper.”

“Quick thinking with the illusion,” Kile remarked,
sitting down at the table. She pulled her tea toward her and looked
at the cup suspiciously.

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about the drinks,” Alex said,
seeing her concern. “They’re safe.”

“How can you be so sure?” Erin pushed hers away.

“Lewis is a businessman. If he poisoned his drinks,
it would be bad for business,” Alex said.

Kile shrugged and took a sip of her tea. It wasn’t
all that great, but it wasn’t poisonous either.

“What?” she asked, seeing the look on Erin’s face.
“You can’t argue with logic like that.”

Erin shook her head while Alex took a seat at the
table.

“So, what was it that you need from me?” he
asked.

“We need you to get in contact with Emara,” Kile
said. “We need her help getting to Azintar.”

“Well, yeah, I guess I can help, but wouldn’t it be
faster if you simply rode there? I can send her a letter, but it
usually takes about a week or two before I hear anything back from
her.”

“That’s not entirely true, is it now, Alex?”

“What do you mean? We only keep in touch through
letters, nothing more,” he said and added a little too quickly, “I
swear.”

Kile grinned. “I know you have a way of getting in
contact with Emara and it doesn’t require you writing a
letter.”

Alex crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t know
what you’re talking about,” he said in his most confident voice,
but his eyes gave him away.

Kile stood and walked over to the shelf where Alex
was looking. There were a few odds and ends on display, nothing
that seemed magical at first. A bit of cloth, a stack of papers, a
seashell, a few figurines, a black book, a small silver ring, a
mirror, a hairbrush, and his Hunter’s badge. Remembering the
lengthy conversation she’d had with Morgan during her time at the
Academy, Kile picked up the seashell. It gave off a soft yellow
glow and when she sniffed it, it smelled like summer. Morgan always
said it was easier to enchant something natural.

She carefully examined the seashell. “So, how do you
use it, Alex?”

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

“Hey, Erin, you’re influenced by the sphere of air.
Do you know of any Edge that can communicate over a long
distance?”

Erin leaned back in her chair to think.

“As a matter of fact, I have heard of something,”
she said. “There were supposedly these two Hunters, a few years
before I graduated from the Academy. They were brothers, actually,
and they shared a common Edge. They called it breeze whispering. No
matter how far apart they were, they could talk to each other.”

“What do you think, Alex?” Kile said, holding the
seashell out to him. “You think this might be enchanted with
something like that.”

Alex took the shell from her hand and gently set it
on the table. “I can’t, Ki,” he said. “Emara told me to use it
sparingly, that it was very powerful and very dangerous.”

“I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t important. If we
don’t get to Azintar soon, something bad might happen.”

Alex tapped his fingers nervously on the table,
stopped, and took a deep breath.

“Okay, I’ll do it,” he finally said.

“Well, come on.”

“Don’t rush me. This is a serious artifact. There’s
no telling what might happen. It could explode.”

Kile looked at Erin for confirmation, and Erin
merely shrugged. Emara might be a bit flaky at times, but there was
no way she would ever entrust an explosive artifact to Alex. They
waited as the young bard gathered his courage.

Gently picking up the shell, he held it up to this
mouth and spoke into it. “Emara. Emara, are you there?”

“Hey sweetie, what’s up?” the shell asked. Alex’s
face turned red.

“Um, Emara, I… I have Kile and Erin here with me
and…”

There was a sudden flash of light and a young woman
with shocking green hair, dressed in rainbow-colored robes, was
sitting on the table. She jumped down and grabbed Kile, wrapping
her arms around her in a tight bear hug.

“You’re alive. I knew you were. I just knew it. I
knew those stories couldn’t be true, they just couldn’t.”

Kile pried the mystic off. “I’m glad to see you too,
Emara.” She tried to keep the young woman at arm’s length.

“They said you died on the expedition. They said you
were killed by Valgar, but I knew it couldn’t be true.”

“Who told you?”

“The Tower received news as soon as the
Charlotte docked in Salthaven. Although, it was a few days
later before we heard anything from Mystic Elmac. I never believed
it.”

“Well, it almost was,” Kile said. “The whole
expedition was a lie from the beginning, set by the Alva. They
wanted us to bring back the Heart of Nilak so they can use it
against the vir. They want to destroy Aru, create another
wasteland.”

“Why, that doesn’t make any sense. What can they
possibly gain from that?” Alex asked.

“Revenge,” Kile answered. “This whole thing is about
revenge. The Alva blamed us for destroying their homeland, so now
they want us to suffer like they did.”

“It seems pointless,” Erin said. “If they turn Aru
into another wasteland, it won’t bring back Kilmore. It won’t
restore what the Alva lost. It’s not like they can come back and
live in a dead world.”

“I don’t think they are coming back,” Kile said.
“From talking to Galan, I don’t think there are many Alva left.
This might just be a dying act of vengeance, one last stab at the
enemy.”

“But it still doesn’t explain Garret’s part.”

“I know. That’s been bothering me as well. Master
Boraro would never side with the Alva, at least I didn’t think
so.”

“Maybe he just hates you that much,” Alex said. Kile
looked at him and the young bard shrugged. “Think about it. He’s
tried to kill you before. Maybe he saw an opportunity.”

Alex had a point, but would Boraro risk the entire
expedition for his personal hatred of Kile? She didn’t think so. He
was first and foremost a Hunter, which meant the mission was always
his top priority. Everything else was secondary. He would never
risk the mission by making it personal. The only other explanation
was that her death was part of the original mission. She was never
meant to leave the island.

“Elmac.”

The name brought Kile back to the conversation. She
looked at Emara, who had been strangely quiet the whole time. The
mystic looked worried by what she was hearing.

“Elmac,” she said again. “We haven’t received word
from him since his first report. He’s avoiding all forms of
communication. This is troubling. The Elders are concerned. He
should have reported in weeks ago.”

“There’s more to this than meets the eye,” Erin
said. “We have to get to Azintar.”

“Emara,” Kile addressed the mystic. “Can you zap us
to Azintar?”

Emara raised her eyebrows and grinned. “You honestly
want me to send you to Azintar?”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but yes,” Kile
answered.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Kile sat nervously tapping her fingers on the table.
She was not looking forward to another mystical traveling
experience. None of them ever turned out as intended, but it was
the only way to get to Azintar, apart from flying, and that was out
of the question. They planned to set down right outside the city
walls to avoid raising too much suspicion. Unfortunately, she would
have to leave Grim behind again. The mountain pony would not be
pleased. She wanted to tell him herself, but Erin thought it might
be too dangerous if she was seen wandering around Baxter’s Bay.
Right now, her being dead was the greatest advantage they had in
reaching the king, so instead, the Lady Hunter took Alex while Kile
sat and waited.

“Hey, Emara, I’m sorry I made Alex use the
artifact.”

The mystic looked up from where she was playing with
Vesper. She had the yarrow on his back and was rubbing his
belly.

“Sorry?”

“The artifact, I’m sorry I made Alex use it.”

“Oh, please, that’s nothing.” Emara waved it
off.

“But isn’t it dangerous?”

“Dangerous? It’s a seashell. The worst that can
happen is if he cut himself on it. Some of the edges can be
sharp.”

“So… it won’t explode or anything?”

Emara laughed. “I told him that so he wouldn’t keep
using it. I was afraid he’d be calling me day and night.”

There was a single knock on the door, followed by
two more, a pause, three more, another pause, another two, another
pause, and Erin shouting, “Open it already.”

“It’s my secret knock,” Alex said after opening the
door. “I wanted to let them know we were coming in.”

Erin shook her head and sighed. Kile sympathized.
Alex meant well, but sometimes he could be difficult.

“So, how did it go?” she asked the Lady Hunter.

“That pony of yours is not too cooperative.”

Kile cringed. “Did he give you a hard time? I tried
to send him a message.”

“No, but he was reluctant,” Erin said. “I don’t
think I’ve ever seen a horse drag their feet before.”

“I’m sorry. He can be a bit stubborn”

“Yeah, and I think I know where he gets it from. So,
are we ready to do this?” Erin asked Emara.

The mystic quickly jumped out of her chair and
straightened her robes. “I’m ready when you are,” she said.

“Remember, outside the city walls,” Kile added,
standing. She held her hand out to Vesper, who quickly scurried up
her arm and took his place on her shoulder. They had decided to
ditch the orange robes, for fear they might attract too much
attention.

“I know, I know, I remember,” Emara said. “Stop
reminding me—you’re making me nervous.”

That was not something Kile wanted to hear.

“Just stand together, and get ready,” she said,
rolling up her sleeves.

Kile moved to stand beside Erin while the mystic
started chanting. The air around them crackled, and she could see
the different colors of magic at work. She never appreciated the
complexity of the spell until she smelled it. It was then reality
started to ripple and Kile closed her eyes. At first, there was a
feeling of light-headedness followed by the sensation of floating,
right before being sucked through a small hole. After that, things
got distorted. There was a loud pop and Kile was standing on solid
ground again.

“Are anybody else’s feet wet?” she asked.

“Mine aren’t.”

“Alex, what are you doing here?” Erin asked.

“I have no idea.”

Kile slowly opened her eyes. Although Emara got them
to Azintar, she’d missed her mark. It didn’t come as a surprise,
but it was a bit of an inconvenience. Instead of landing them
outside the city walls, they were standing in one of the city
squares, or at least Alex and Erin were. Kile was standing in the
water fountain.

“I hate magic,” she mumbled.

Fortunately, it was late, and the streets were empty
for the night, so there was no one around to witness their
arrival.

“What in the realm is going on here?”

Almost no one.

Kile slowly turned to see four men standing behind
her. They were all dressed in green livery, a uniform she had never
seen before, although it did look vaguely familiar.

“I was charged with escorting this couple to
Azintar,” Erin said quickly.

Three of the men spread out slightly as one stepped
forward. He was a young man with sandy-blond hair, cut in the
military fashion. His face was round, with a protruding jaw and
when he looked at Kile, he casually pulled on a neatly trimmed
beard. That’s when she saw the ring. These men were Hunters.

“And where is your script?” he asked Erin.

“I seem to have lost it in route,” she said.

“Strange for a Level One to be escorting a couple
of… peasants,” the Hunter said. “Why are you standing in the
fountain, grandmother?”

Grandmother? Kile looked down at her reflection in
the water and was surprised to see an old woman staring back at
her. She had somehow aged about sixty years.

“Her feet were sore and she needed to cool them
off,” Erin said.

“And what is your business in Azintar?” The Hunter
quickly held his hand up to silence Erin and directed his gaze at
Kile.

“We are… on our way to the Vetta,” she answered.

“The Vetta? So you are merchants. What line do you
represent?”

“The Undack trading line,” Kile announced with
confidence. Hopefully the Undack family wasn’t affected by the
current trade problems with Balaa, otherwise their little ruse
might have just been exposed.

The Hunter turned and looked at his men. One of them
nodded, clearly showing he knew about the line of merchants Kile
had aligned herself with.

“I see.” The Hunter appeared to accept the answer.
“One of my men will escort you up to the Vetta.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Erin interrupted. “I have
to see my mission to its end.”

“I will make sure to inform the local Guild office
you have fulfilled your obligation, Hunter Silvia. Meanwhile, you
are to report to headquarters.”

“For what reason?”

“That is not for me to say. I was told, should you
arrive in Azintar, to take you directly to the colonel. He is eager
to speak with you.”

“Very well.” Turning to Kile, Erin gave a slight
nod. “I will meet with you later, ma’am.”

“Are you sure?” Kile asked.

“I think it’s for the best. You have business… in
the Vetta that needs your immediate attention. I’ll be okay.”

The young Hunter waved for Erin to go ahead of him
while two of his men fell in behind. Kile watched them go.

“Do you need help, Grandmother?” the Hunter, who
remained behind, asked.

He was a thin young man with a sharp face and an
angular nose. His long red hair was tied back in a ponytail, and he
was sporting the same neatly trimmed beard as his superior.

“No, I’m fine,” Kile said, moving to the edge of the
fountain. Somebody grabbed her arm when she tried to climb out. Her
first instinct was to pull away until she saw it was an old man
with an eye patch, who was lending her a hand. When Kile finally
stood on dry ground again, the Hunter stepped forward.

“I am Certified Level Five Hunter, Carl Burk, at
your service,” he announced.

“Well, Hunter Burk, have you been out of the Academy
for long?”

“One full year, starting this summer,” he said.

Fresh out of the Academy, just off probation. This
Hunter was clearly indoctrinated with the Terrabin way of
thinking.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to keep you any longer… young
man. I think me and my… I think we should be able to find our way
to the Vetta from here.”

“It’s not a problem. I’ll be more than happy to
escort you.”

“No, really. You probably have more important things
to do. We know the way. It was only getting to Azintar, we needed
the aid of a Hunter. There’s no telling who you might meet along
the road these days.”

“As you wish, Grandmother,” he said with a slight
bow. “Then I will take my leave.”

“I’ll be sure to let the Guild know how helpful you
were.”

“Thank you, Grandmother,” Hunter Carl said, turning
sharply and marching off after his companions. Kile waited until he
left.

“If he called me grandmother one more time, I was
going to kick him in the—”

“You think Erin will be all right?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know,” Kile said.

Looking over at Alex, she was glad to see he was a
young man again. She even took a moment to examine her own
reflection in the water to make sure she was who she was.

“Quick thinking with the illusion again,” Kile
said.

“I forgot how scary it was, being on an assignment.
I got a little nervous.”

“You being here is one mistake I’m glad Emara made.
If they had recognized me, I’m not sure what would have
happened.”

“I wish I was quick enough to disguise Erin, but she
had already turned around.”

“Don’t blame yourself, Alex, you did the right
thing.”

“Well, they’re taking her to the colonel, so it
can’t be all that bad. He’ll sort everything out.”

The colonel? It couldn’t be Colonel Barshed since
that was Luke, who was Mathew Latherby, and he was keeping a low
profile. Was Erin aware of any of that? Kile suddenly had a bad
feeling.

“Alex, I want you to follow Erin.”

“What? Why?”

“Just keep an eye on her. Make sure she’s all
right.”

“What about you?”

“As Erin said, I have urgent business elsewhere but
not in the Vetta.”
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Kile stood before the palace of Azintar and was not
surprised to see the gates closed. They would not be expecting
visitors this late in the evening. Her choices were simple. She
could either knock on the front door or find an alternate route
into the palace. Since the king’s guard had no reason to detain
her, she continued to the front gate. The direct approach would be
the quickest. She was within ten feet of the tower wall before her
presence was challenged.

“Who goes there?” a voice called from somewhere high
above.

Looking up, she could make out the silhouette of
somebody leaning over the parapet.

“I am. I have an important message for the king,”
she called back.

Even though her name might have gained her entrance,
it was not a good idea to scream it at the tower.

A few moments passed before a small door, built
inside the gate, opened and a shaft of light escaped up the road. A
large man in full armor stood in the threshold. He held up a
lantern and grew in size as he walked toward her. Stopping three
feet in front of her, he lowered his light to shine it on her face.
The glare made it impossible for Kile to see what the man looked
like.

“Who are you and what message have you for the king
at this hour?” he asked.

“The name is not important and the message is for
the king’s ears only,” Kile said.

The guard laughed. “Be gone vagabond. The king has
no wish to parlay with the likes of you.”

Kile held out her hand. “If that were true, why has
he given me this?”

The guard was forced to lower his lantern to see
what she was trying to show him. Now that the light was no longer
in her eyes, Kile got her first good look at the man. He was older
than he sounded, with a large, round face and an even larger round
nose. He looked more like someone’s grandfather than a palace
guard.

When he saw the ring on Kile’s finger, his manner
changed, although not necessarily for the better. Now he was
suspicious of her.

“Where did you get that?” he asked.

“The king gave it to me.”

His eyes narrowed. “Or you stole it.” His tone was
clearly meant as a challenge. “Is it a thief we have, sneaking
outside the walls of the palace?”

“Uh, hello. I walked up to the front gate. Would a
thief do that?”

“They might if they were trying to gain unlawful
entry.”

“For what reason?”

“To pilfer, to maim, to vandalize, to assassinate
the king.”

“Wow, and I thought my horse was cynical. Look, all
I want to do is speak to him, not kill him.”

The guard hesitated for a moment and slowly nodded.
“We shall see about that.” He stepping to one side to direct Kile
to the gate. “A messenger will be sent to His Majesty. If he wishes
to see you, you will be escorted into the palace, if he does not,
you will be escorted to a cell. Do you still wish to speak with the
king?”

“You guys make everything so complicated,” she
said.

When she stepped over the threshold, two more guards
greeted her and led her to a small room at the base of the tower.
It was a simple room with a single table and a couple of old wooden
chairs. It reminded her of the first time she visited the outpost
of Moran when Captain Jax took her to a similar room to interrogate
her about the Minotaur of Calder Falls. There would be no friendly
dogs to help her get out of this one.

One of the guards pointed to a chair. “You should
wait here until the messenger returns.”

Although it sounded like a suggestion, she was sure
it wasn’t.

Both guards stepped out of the room and closed the
door behind them, leaving Kile alone.

“I should have snuck in. It would have been so much
easier,” she told Vesper as she took a seat across from the door.
All she could do now was sit and wait. How long did it take for a
guard to reach the king and return?

Closing her eyes, Kile fell into her Edge and
stretched her consciousness out across the palace grounds. She was
trying to make a connection, seeking out any information she could,
but there was nothing to connect with, not even a mouse. It was
unnaturally quiet. How does one rid a place of every living thing
but the vir? Maybe that was the wrong question. Maybe she should be
asking herself why. If nothing else, she did learn the Heart was no
longer in Azintar. If it was, she would have felt it. It was
probably halfway to the wastelands by now.

With her best means of gathering information denied
her, Kile started examining the room. There was no other way out
but the front door, or at least none she could see. No windows, no
vents, no trapdoors. The floor was a slab of solid stone while the
ceiling was made of thick timber. There was no doubt about it, she
was trapped.

-New form,- Vesper suggested.

“What new form?”

-New form,- the yarrow repeated, and in his words,
Kile saw Burgora, the great bear who once lived, and probably still
did, in the north woods of Denal.

“Are you serious?” she asked. “Even if I could
change into a two-thousand-pound grizzly, I still wouldn’t be able
to get out of this room, and it definitely wouldn’t get me any
closer to speaking with Roland. Besides, trying on different… forms
isn’t something I want to do. I think, at the moment, we should sit
and wait.”

No sooner did Kile return to her seat, then the door
opened and the large round-faced guard entered. He didn’t seem
nearly as intimidating, and in fact, looked almost embarrassed.

“Uh… my lady. His Majesty wishes to see you…
immediately.”

Well, that’s better, Kile thought as she got to her
feet. The guard stepped aside, allowing her to exit the room.
Outside, she found two more men waiting for her.

“My men will escort you to the palace,” the guard
explained.

“That won’t be necessary,” Kile said. “I can find my
own way.”

“I’m afraid His Majesty was clear. You were not to
continue without an escort.”

It seemed like a strange request. It wasn’t like she
could lose her way. It was a straight path through the King’s Gate
all the way up to the palace doors, but who was she to question
Roland? He was the king after all. He had to know what he was
doing, although it did seem a little suspicious. Kile continued up
the road with one of the soldiers ahead of her and the other
following. She was feeling more like a prisoner with every passing
moment.

Although she tried to start up a conversation, it
appeared the men were either not willing, or not allowed, to speak
to her. They walked in silence until they reach the gatehouse.
There they were exchanged for two more guards before continuing the
last stretch of the journey.

As Kile approached the Keep, she felt as if she was
back on Shenataesi. The courtyard was as dead as the island. There
was simply nothing growing. If the Maligar had been released here,
it would probably go unnoticed. When they reached the stairs, the
palace doors opened, and two more guards emerged. They didn’t come
down to greet her, but instead stood on either side of the
threshold as a familiar yet unwelcome face appeared.

“Good evening, Mistress Veller,” Jerald said on
seeing her. The king’s adviser was draped in his signature black
robes and looked as sinister as ever. He descended the stairs,
leaving his guards behind.

“Leave us,” he told Kile’s escort.

The men hesitated before one stepped forward.

“Sir, our orders were to take her to the king.”

“And I am changing those orders,” Jerald said. “The
king is currently occupied. You will leave her with me and return
to your posts.”

“As you wish, sir.” The man and his companion
turned, leaving Kile standing in the courtyard alone with the
king’s adviser. She suddenly felt vulnerable.

“It is good to see you again, Mistress Veller,” he
said. It was clear by the tone in his voice and the way he kept
spitting out her name, he didn’t mean it. “The news of your arrival
came as a bit of a surprise since you are supposed to be…
dead.”

“Am I now?” she asked.

“That was what we heard. Master Heaney’s report was
quite clear on the matter.”

“Yes, well, there was a bit of a mix-up, I’m afraid.
You see, I recovered.”

“The king will be… quite pleased to hear it, but, as
I said before, he is busy at the moment. I will escort you to
someplace where you can… clean yourself up.”

Kile looked down at her clothes. Surely she wasn’t
that dirty.

“It is important that I speak with Roland as soon as
possible.”

Jerald flinched, as he usually did when she spoke of
the king with such familiarity. “I’m afraid it is not up to you to
dictate what the king considers important. I will tell him of your
arrival and he will see you when he has time.” Jerald abruptly
turned his back on her. He climbed the stairs, leaving Kile to
follow.

“I think you will be safe in the western wing,” he
said when he reached the door.

It was an odd choice of words. What was she to be
safe from? Surely she wasn’t in danger from anything in the palace,
or was there something in the palace she might pose a danger
to?

As they passed through the door into the foyer,
instead of taking the stairs on the right, as she had the first
time she was here, they took the stairs on the left. They had only
reached the landing when someone called out to them.

“Hold up there, Jerald.”

Kile recognized the voice.

“Go, take her to the tower,” Jerald commanded the
guards before breaking away.

“Is that her?” Roland called out as he sprinted up
the stairs behind them.

“Your Highness, I thought you were in your
study.”

“Jerald, is that her?” he demanded. “You there,
guards, bring her here.”

Kile’s two escorts stopped and turned around without
saying a word.

“Your Highness…”

“Jerald, I wish to speak with her.”

“But, Your Highness.”

“Now, Jerald.”

“As you wish, Your Highness,” Jerald said in
defeat.

Roland pushed past him and caught up to Kile, but
stopped before he reached her.

“It is you. I thought… I thought you were…”

“Dead? Yeah, I’ve been getting that a lot
lately.”

He was exactly the way she remembered him. The same
smile, the same eyes, the same smell—that of old parchment and
soap.

“When I heard a redheaded woman with a rat on her
shoulder was seeking an audience with me, I thought your spirit had
come back to condemn me for sending you on that accursed
journey.”

“Not quite, but now that you mention it, I probably
would have if I had actually died.”

“But why now? Where have you been? It’s been weeks
since the others returned.”

“I had a bit of a transportation problem.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s difficult to explain, and there are more
important things I have to tell you,” Kile said, glancing up at one
of the guards.

“Yes. Yes, of course,” Roland said, turning to one
of the gaurds. “Please, leave us.”

The guards left without saying a word. Kile was
beginning to wonder if there was anyone in those suits of
armor.

“Your Highness…”

“Please, Jerald.”

The king’s adviser sighed. “As you wish, your
Highness.” He turned to Kile and, with a stiff bow, added,
“Mistress” before leaving.

“I’m sorry about that. Jerald means well,” Roland
said.

“It’s fine. He doesn’t bother me,” Kile answered,
“and you have a bigger problem than him.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean the Heart isn’t what you think it is.”

“Come.” Roland placed a hand on her back. “Such
conversation is not meant for open halls. We can speak in my
study.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Roland’s study looked pretty much the way she
thought it would look, considering he smelled like old parchment
and soap. It was a large room filled with books. Walls upon walls
of books. The library of Windfoil was nothing compared to this
place. Kile could spend ten lifetimes here and still not read all
of them. She ran her finger over the spines, picking out titles she
wanted to explore. There were books on science, on military
strategy, on history, so many great titles to choose from.

“You approve?” Roland asked. He stood at a table in
the corner, pouring two drinks from a pink decanter.

“This is incredible. I never thought there were this
many books,” Kile exclaimed.

“Oh, this is just my collection,” he said. “But you
are welcome to peruse it anytime you wish.”

“Thank you.” She reached for a book on agriculture
but quickly stopped herself. This was neither the time nor the
place. “Maybe later,” she added.

“What’s the rush?” He handed her one of the
glasses.

She gave it a quick sniff behind his back. It had a
pungent odor, most likely alcoholic, but it smelled like medicine.
She casually set it aside. Alcohol and feral episodes didn’t mix
well.

“The Heart of Nilak isn’t what you think it is.”

“And what is it?”

“It… It’s an Orceen.”

Roland seemed a little skeptical. “Maybe you should
start from the beginning?”

“Very well. Nilak was an Orceen, like me. He was
imprisoned and tortured by the Alva when he refused to teach them
the ways of our people. When they couldn’t get him to talk, they
tried to take his power from him by force, using some form of the
mystic arts. I’m not sure how, but it… broke him. That’s when the
Maligar was born. It was the Maligar that created the wastelands.
It turned nature against itself. The Orceen were able to contain
it, but they couldn’t destroy it. They took it to Shenataesi for
healing, but instead, it only made matters worse. If you try to use
the Heart, you will release the Maligar back into this world and
there aren’t any Orceen left to stop it. The Malagar will finish
what it started, turning everything into a wasteland.”

Roland finished his drink and looked down at the
empty glass. “That’s ah… that’s quite a story. It’s a little hard
to believe.”

“But it’s true.”

“Says you.” He set the empty glass down on the
table. “Look, Kile, I’m not dismissing your fears it’s just we’ve
had the Heart here. We’ve all examined it. Some of the best minds
in the kingdom have studied it. Mystics, alchemists, scholars, if
there was something, they would have found it. If it is so
dangerous, why hasn’t anything happened?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because it’s waiting for
something.”

“Waiting? Waiting for what? You talk about it as if
it’s alive.”

“It is alive. Haven’t you been listening? It is the
soul, the essence the… Hi’kruul of Nilak.”

“The what?”

“I… I can’t explain it. All I know is, it’s
dangerous. If the Heart is released, it will destroy this kingdom
and destroy all of Aru and who knows how much more.”

“Think about what you’re saying. If that were true,
why would the Alva want us to have it?”

“Because the Alva deceived us. They despise the vir.
They were trying to harness the power of the Orceen to use against
us, but they couldn’t control it, and instead, it destroyed them.
They blame the vir for that destruction, and now they want us to
pay. The Alva led us to the Heart in the hopes we’d do exactly what
we’re doing.”

“How… how could you possibly know this?”

“Darfin told me.”

An awkward silence descended on the conversation as
Roland stepped away from Kile and turned his back on her.

“Yes, yes, I heard about you and… the Alva,” he
said, pouring himself another drink.

Kile’s eyes widened. “What?” she exclaimed. “Are you
kidding me? You’re really going there. You think there was
something between me and Darfin?”

Roland turned and looked at her. “I only know what I
was told.”

She laughed. “So what? You have to believe
everything you’re told. Because I was the only female on a long sea
voyage, I inevitably had to hook up with someone.”

“Kile, I understand, it’s only natural. I
forgive—”

“You forgive me? You were going to forgive me,
weren’t you? For what? As if I even need your forgiveness. Darfin
tried to kill me. You weren’t told that, were you?”

“Are you sure?”

Kile stared at him in disbelief. “Yeah, you’re
right, I was probably mistaken. I often mistake an act of affection
for hostility. A loving embrace can easily be misinterpreted as
someone trying to decapitate you. Why the hell do I even bother?”
She turned away from him.

“Kile, wait,” Roland pleaded. He reached out to her,
but when she pulled away he stepped back. “You’re right. I’m sorry.
I guess I was jealous. When I heard Master Boraro’s report, I
simply assumed—”

“Master Boraro, please. Darfin tried to kill me, but
Boraro nearly succeeded.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying he stabbed me in the back, literally,
and it’s not the first time.”

“Master Boraro tried to kill you? No. No, I’m sorry.
I… I don’t believe it.”

“No, of course. Why would you? It’s not like you
believed anything else I’ve said.”

“Master Boraro is a knight of the realm. He has
served my father and me with distinction. I do not believe he would
jeopardize this mission.”

“Oh, yes, he’s such a loyal servant. Remind me how
he aided in imprisoning your brother for a crime he never
committed.”

“Enough!”

“Or what?”

The awkward silence returned as they stared at each
other. Roland blinked first.

“You are the most maddening woman…”

“Thank you.”

“That was not a compliment.”

“I know.”

Closing his eyes, Roland ran his hands through is
hair before taking a deep breath. This conversation wasn’t going
the way he planned.

“Answer me this? What would Master Boraro have to
gain from killing you?”

Kile shrugged. “As much as I’d like to think it was
merely his personal hatred of me, I’m not sure.”

“I won’t lie to you. I’m having a hard time
believing this. If what you are saying is true, there is something
else going on. First you tell me Darfin tried to kill you. Next you
tell me Boraro tried to kill you. Are you saying the Hunters and
the Alva are in on this together?”

“Only the Terrabin Hunter.”

“What? What do you mean Terrabin Hunter? Aren’t all
Hunters the same?”

“No. Terrabin Hunters are those Hunters who follow
the teachings of Terrabin D’al. He believed that Hunters were
wasting their time helping the little people and instead, should
join to form an army and work only for the rich and powerful. He
was an elitist.”

“So, who do the other Hunters follow?”

“I don’t know. Moran Leafler?”

“Who?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“So, you believe these Hunters, these Terrabin
Hunters are working for someone who is in league with the Alva to
destroy my kingdom and all of Aru.”

Kile had to think about that one for a moment. It
did sum up everything that was going on. In a way, it made perfect
sense, or at least it made more sense than anything she could come
up with. Was that what she honestly believed? There was still one
missing piece to the puzzle.

“I guess that’s what I’m saying,” she said.

“Then who are they working for?” Roland asked.

That was the missing piece.

“I don’t know.”

Roland paced yet suddenly stopped and turned around.
“You don’t think it’s my brother, do you?”

“I… I don’t know.”

“You said, before, you didn’t think he was after the
crown, that there was something else he wanted. I have to admit, I
didn’t believe you then, but now, it’s starting to make sense. What
if this was his plan all along?” Roland paced again. “Regardless of
who is behind this, I think the first thing we have to do is get a
message to Mystic Elmac before this goes too far. It’s only been a
few days. He shouldn’t have reached the wastelands yet.”

“I’ll go,” Kile volunteered.

“No.”

“Why?”

“You said it yourself. Both Darfin and Boraro tried
to kill you, which means you must be a threat to them, somehow.
Maybe they think you know too much, or maybe they think you can
stop whatever it is they’re trying to do. I don’t know and I don’t
want to take that chance.”

“But, if I can stop this—”

“We don’t even know what this is. Besides, Elmac’s
not alone. He’s with Galan and Arbane, and of course there’s
Boraro, and who knows how many more of these… Terrabin Hunters are
in on this. If you show up, especially since you’re supposedly
dead, they’ll know we’re onto them.”

“So you believe me?”

“Let’s just say, I can’t afford not to. I’ll send a
message to Elmac, telling him we have more information and he needs
to return to Azintar as soon as possible. We’ll get to the bottom
of this. If Master Boraro did try to kill you, I promise you, he
will be held accountable.”

“Thank you,” she said. It was nice to know somebody
believed her. She was starting to doubt herself.

Roland picked up the drink she’d left on the table
and handed it back to her.

“No, thank you.”

He picked up his own glass. “If you hadn’t brought
this to my attention, who knows what could have happened. I’ll send
the message immediately. For now, you should probably get some
rest.”

He downed the last of his drink and waited for Kile
to do the same. Against her better judgment, she finished hers off
as well. It had a strong bitter taste, definitely not to her
liking.

“I can’t rest,” she said, setting the glass down. “I
have to find Erin Silvia. I think the Terrabin Hunters have her.
She may be in trouble.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. They intercepted us before we came
here. They said they were taking her to see the colonel.”

“The colonel. Very well. Let me find out what’s
happened to her first,” Roland offered. “I have ears and eyes in
the military. When we find her, we can decide the best course of
action. Until then, I’ll have Jerald show you someplace you can
rest.”

 


 


~~~***~~~

 


Jerald and two more silent sentries led Kile back
through the palace. She was starting to get to know the place a bit
well, but it didn’t change her opinion of it. It was too quiet, too
dead. It replaced everything natural with something artificial. As
they navigated their way through the corridors, with its
ostentatious décor and useless clutter, Kile couldn’t help but
wonder how Roland could live in such a stale environment. He seemed
so down-to-earth, too normal for this place. There was nothing here
that reflected his personality. He was much more at home in
Windfoil. She remembered the first time she saw him there in…

“…Kinns’s Chamber.”

Jerald’s voice suddenly brought Kile back to the
here and now. She found herself on a long, narrow staircase and had
no idea how she got there. The journey through the palace was a
blur as her mind was elsewhere. The two guards were still with
them, only they were a couple of steps below her. The king’s
adviser was occupying the step above her, probably so he could look
down on her. He seemed a bit miffed at the moment and she realized
he was trying to explain something.

“I’m sorry, I…”

Jerald sighed. “I said, the king wishes for you to
make yourself at home in Lady Kinns’s Chamber.”

“Lady Kinns?”

The name sounded vaguely familiar. Kile knew she’d
heard it before somewhere, but she couldn’t remember where. More
than likely, it was at that party last year. She was introduced to
so many people before she flipped out and tried to assassinate the
Alva ambassador. There was no way she could keep track of all their
names.

Jerald sighed again and this one sounded even more
annoyed than the last one. “Lady Isabel Kinns,” he slowly repeated
the name.

“Oh, yes, nice woman, I remember her,” Kile
lied.

“Do you now?” Jerald grinned. “That would be quite a
feat since she’s been dead these past eleven years.”

“Oh, I guess it’s not who I was thinking of.”

“Clearly. Lady Isabel Kinns of the Sutton Province
was the king’s mother.”

“I knew that,” Kile mumbled.

Jerald didn’t reply. He gave her one of his
exasperated sighs

When they got to the top of the stairs, there was a
small landing and a large door. Reaching into the folds of his
robes, he produced a key and inserted it into the lock.

“I know it would difficult for someone of your…
station,” he said, turning the key. “But please try not to sully
the room.”

Pushing the door open, he stepped aside for Kile to
enter.

The room was enormous. It was easily thirty feet
across with an arched wall and a door leading out onto a balcony
that overlooked the city. There was a massive fireplace on one
side, and a huge four-poster bed on the other. Decorated with a
thick carpet on the floor, heavy woolen curtains, and an assortment
of paintings on the walls, the room wasn’t as gaudy as the rest of
the palace.

“Someone will come for you when the king is ready,”
Jerald said as he closed the door.

“Wait, when that’s supposed to happen?” Kile asked,
but it was too late. She heard the familiar click. Trying the door,
she wasn’t surprised to find it locked. Was that Jerald’s idea, or
was it Roland’s?

“Well, Vesper, it looks as if we’re staying for a
while,” she told the yarrow while looking around the chamber.

-Green woman?-

“Erin will be all right. She can take care of
herself, and Alex will keep an eye on her.”

But how much of that did she believe? She had no
idea where the Sons took Erin, and although Alex was clever and
could think on his feet, he was not cut out to be a real field
Hunter. Kile stepped onto the balcony and looked down on streets of
Azintar. While she could see some of the city, most of it was lost
to her as it rolled down the hill. Alex and Erin were somewhere in
that maze of streets, and all she could do was wait and hope they
were safe.

Stepping back into the room, she surveyed it again.
What do ladies do to occupy their time when they are confined to
their royal chambers? It must be a dreadfully boring life, she
thought as she paced the floor. The paintings on the wall only
offered a temporary distraction. There were only two she was
interested in. One was a portrait of the royal family, or at least
that’s what she thought. It hung over the fireplace and was mounted
in a tacky frame, more ornate than any of the other paintings. The
two young men in the portrait resembled the two boys in a painting
she’d seen earlier. Roland identified those boys as himself and his
brother Jonland. These two young men were slightly older versions.
She was even sure she could pick out which was which. They were
accompanied by a large, round man, who was standing behind a chair,
which was occupied by an attractive older woman.

“Lady Kinns, if I’m not mistaken,” Kile greeted the
painting. She could definitely see the resemblance between Roland
and his mother. Jonland, on the other hand, took after his father,
whose name escaped her. All she knew was that he was known as King
Waltair.

The second picture that caught her eye depicted a
landscape and it hung over the bed. Tall, snow-covered mountains
overlooked a quiet, crystal-clear lake, surrounded by pine trees.
There wasn’t anything particularly special about it, and it was
rather simple, but of all the paintings in the room, this was the
one she was drawn to. On the bottom right-hand corner was the name
Ross.

The only other object of any interest was an
unfinished tapestry, still on its stretcher. It was sitting quietly
in the corner. Needle, scissors, even the floss was neatly laid
out, all waiting patiently for the owner to return and finish it.
How long ago did Lady Kinns start it? It almost seemed as if she
had stepped out of the room and would be returning at any moment.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. She was gone and the room had
remained this way for over a decade, waiting in vain.

Kile picked up one of the books from the table. A
romance novel, no surprise there. Didn’t Roland say his mother had
an extensive collection of them? Collapsing on the bed, she opened
the book to page one.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


When Kile opened her eyes, she was staring up into
the pages of an open book. Slowly peeling the paper off her face,
she set the mostly unread novel aside and sat up. It took her a
moment to remember where she was. The room looked different now.
Although she was still in Lady Kinns’s chambers, something had
changed. It was the light, she realized, now streaming in through
the windows. The curtains were pulled back and the morning had not
only come but had gone as well. It was now well past noon.

“How long was I asleep?” she mumbled, climbing out
of bed.

The second thing she noticed was the smell of the
room had changed as well.

Kile looked over at the small table that sat before
the fireplace. It had once held an assortment of books, most of
them romance novels. Now it was covered with an assortment of food
and a very hungry yarrow. Vesper was making himself at home in a
large fruit bowl. He’d already devoured two pears and a bunch of
grapes and was trying to figure out his way around an orange.

Pulling up a chair, Kile sat down. “I see you didn’t
bother waking me when the food came.”

Vesper looked up from his orange. -Food here, you
sleeping.-

“Did you happen to see who brought it?”

-Woman,- he answered, and in his words, she saw
Clara enter the room with a tray of food. She set the table and
pulled back the curtains before leaving. She never tried to wake
Kile. Did that one glass of wine affect her that much? It only
added to the mystery of her imprisonment. She would have at least
liked to know what was going on. Why was she locked in? What was
Roland doing? Had he heard anything from his military eyes and
ears?

Too many questions and not enough answers. She
should be used to that by now.

Kile finished off four slices of toast with jelly,
two pastries, an apple, a glass of juice, and half of Vesper’s
orange before pushing herself away from the table. She hadn’t
realized how hungry she was until she started eating. Using Lady
Kinns’s lavatory, she washed her hands and face, combed her hair,
straightened her clothes, and continued to pace the floor once
again. It didn’t take long before her patience wore thin.

“This is ridiculous,” Kile said as she approached
the door.

She tried to open it, but she already knew it was
locked.

“Hey, is there anybody out there?” she shouted while
banging on the door with her fist. She didn’t expect an answer but
stopped when she heard a noise on the other side. Somebody was out
there. There was movement, followed by a brief moment of silence,
and a small panel at the top of the door slid open, revealing a
young man’s face. Kile had to step back, away from the door, to see
him.

“Yes, my lady. What do you need?” he asked in a
timid voice.

“What do I need? I need to get out of here.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t do that.”

“What do you mean, you can’t do that? Just open the
door.”

“I’m sorry, but my orders were clear. You are to
stay here until further notice.”

“Whose orders? What further notice?”

“I’m sorry, that’s all I know.”

Jerald. Only he would have the authority to take it
this far. He was trying to keep her from speaking to Roland, but
why? Was it possible Jerald was in on this as well? Did the
conspiracy go that high?

“I need to speak with the king,” she told the
guard.

“I’m sorry, my lady, but the king is no longer in
Azintar. He left early this morning.”

“He left? How is that possible? Where did he
go?”

“I’m sorry, that’s all I know.”

“Well, when is he supposed to return?” she
asked.

“Not until next week, my lady,” the guard
answered.

“Next week. I can’t stay here until next week.”

“I’m sorry, but those are my orders.”

“But I need to get out of here now.”

“I’m sorry, my lady. I can’t let you out. If there’s
anything else you need—”

“How about a battering ram?”

“Um… I… I don’t think that would be such a good
idea. I’m—”

“Don’t you dare apologize.”

“Yes, my lady. Will there be anything else?”

“No, you’ve been very helpful, thanks.”

The man stepped back and the small panel slid shut.
It was a curious addition to the door of a lady’s chamber. That
alone should have been a warning.

Kile returned to her seat at the table where the
yarrow had finally finished off his half of the orange and was now
dining on a few strawberries.

“I don’t believe this, Vesper.” She helped herself
to one of the berries. “Roland left the city. Erin was taken by
Terrabin Hunters. Alex is… I have no idea where Alex could be. Grim
is half a province away. The Heart is probably in the wastelands by
now, which means the Maligar is on the verge of being released, and
I’m stuck in a tower. I’m actually locked up… in the tower… of a
castle. How very storybook of me.”

-What now?- the yarrow asked.

“I don’t know. If you have any idea, I’m all ears,
because I’m fresh out.” She got back to her feet and started pacing
the floor again. “But I’ll tell you what I’m not going to do. I’m
not waiting around here for my prince charming to come rescue
me.”

-Fly?-

Kile sighed. “You know, it just shows how desperate
I am when that’s the only option.”

Stepping out onto the balcony, she looked once more
over the city. It didn’t look any better in the daytime than it did
at night. If anything, it looked even more depressing. Somewhere
down there, she thought, Erin might need her help. There wasn’t
anything she could do locked up in a tower, and waiting a week for
Roland to return was simply out of the question, but could she do
it? Could she pull off the transformation a second time?

There was only one way to find out.

She didn’t want to give herself time to change her
mind, but first, she would need a pouch to carry Vesper. After a
thorough search of the room, the only things she could find were
the cloth napkins that came with the meal. Folding one in half, and
using a needle from Lady Kinns’s unfinished tapestry, she quickly
sewed up the sides. The stitching was crude and the work uneven,
but it seemed strong enough to hold the yarrow. All they had to do
was reach the ground. There would be no flying long distances over
water this time. Kile tugged on the seams again to make sure. Her
mother would have a fit if she was alive to see it. It was merely
one more of those little life skills she was never able to
learn.

Pulling one of the chairs over to the door, she
covered the small window with the second napkin. The last thing she
wanted was for the apologetic guard to peek in on her since she
needed to undress to avoid the problems she had last time.

“Come on, Vesper, let’s try this out.” She said,
picking the yarrow up off the table. He was still clinging to a
strawberry when she slipped him into the napkin pouch.

Carrying him out onto the balcony, she carefully set
him on the rail while looking down into the courtyard. Her first
thought was simply to wrap her clothes up and toss them over the
edge, so she could recover them when she landed, but that wasn’t
going to work. Below her was the main bailey. It was still within
the walls of the palace. Even if she could recover her clothes
without being seen, she still had to walk through the King’s Gate
to leave. If Jerald was behind this, which was the only likely
scenario, the guards at the gate would stop her before she could
reach the exit. That could be a problem. She couldn’t believe she
was thinking this, but it meant she’d have to fly into the city.
She had to admit, she would cover more ground and she might even
find Alex somewhere along the way, but there was also the problem
of clothing. She couldn’t run around the city looking for Erin,
stark naked.

One thing at a time, she kept telling herself. There
was no use trying to plan too far ahead when she didn’t even know
how far she was going to get.

“Here goes nothing.” She said before she started to
undress. Once she removed the last of her clothes, she sat down on
the cold floor of the balcony but found it hard to concentrate on
anything other than the fact she was naked. Kile quickly returned
to the room and, grabbing a sheet off the bed, wrapped herself up
before trying again. At least there weren’t any Valgar to worry
about this time.

With the bedsheet around her, she was a little less
vulnerable. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and fell into
her Edge. She knew what to do this time and simply let herself go.
In a way, she was still undressing, but instead of her clothes, she
was stripping off her identity. With every layer she shed, the more
liberating it felt until she was no longer who she was. The essence
known as Kile Veller was simply another Hi’kruul she had collected
up to this point in her long journey. She searched through the
others, looking for the one she wanted. It was not the albatross,
but the red-shouldered hawk she selected.

Her new form was easier to slip into this time
around. Losing herself was no longer a fear, because, she was still
herself. Each Hi’kruul was not a separate entity; every one of them
was a simply different part of who she was. Once she understood
that, she threw off the sheet and spread her wings.

Her new form was much smaller than the albatross and
took a little getting used to as she fluttered around on the
balcony floor. However, many of the mechanics were the same, and
she learned so much from the albatrosses it didn’t take her nearly
as long to get the hang of her wings. Once she figured herself out,
she hopped up onto the railing and looked out over the city with
new eyes.

Everything was so much clearer, more vivid. Her
field of view was wider than before. She could see the whole city
without turning her head and if she concentrated, she could even
make out the smallest details.

-This is so cool,- she screeched while picking out
targets to focus on. She watched a cat run down an alley and a
small bird scratching for bugs on the top of a roof. She even saw a
child steal an apple from a vendor’s cart.

-Why didn’t I try this earlier?- she said, focusing
on the faces of the vir in the streets. It was a lot to hope for,
but if she could find Alex, or better yet, Erin, she would have a
destination. She went from face to face in rapid succession,
eliminating whole streets before moving on to the next. It seemed
as if she’d scanned the entire population of Azintar before she
found a familiar face.

-Daniel?-

What was he doing here? At the moment, it looked as
if he was chatting up a young woman outside a dry goods store. He
made it clear, during their voyage, he wanted nothing more to do
with traveling and was planning on returning to the Guild Hospital
in Littenbeck. What changed his mind, assuming he ever went back
there?

Daniel must have said something amusing because the
young woman laughed. He placed his arm around her and the two
started walking away.

Not so fast, Kile thought.

-You ready, Vesper?- she asked the yarrow, shuffling
over to where he was still curled up in his napkin pouch.

-We go now?- he asked.

-Oh, we’re going. Hold on tight.-

Grabbing hold of the pouch with her claws and
stretching out her wings, Kile took flight. It was only a matter of
not overthinking it and letting her instincts take over. That’s
what the albatrosses were trying to teach her. Riding the currents
into the city, she tried to keep Daniel and the unknown woman in
sight, but it wasn’t easy. She accidentally overtook them, which
forced her to circle back to find them again. Fortunately, they
weren’t moving too fast, and the street they were on wasn’t busy.
However, if they reached the market district, she would lose them
in the crowd.

While keeping them in sight, she tried looking for a
safe place to land, but couldn’t find anywhere close that offered
even the smallest amount of privacy. If she flew too far away, she
would lose track of them, and it would take too long to find them
again once she was on the ground.

-Hold on, Vesper. I’m going to drop you on Daniel.
Don’t let go of him.-

She circled the city one more time. Flying low, down
the center of the street, she lined herself up with the couple.
Daniel only looked up when his female companion screamed. Kile
released the pouch and Vesper leaped out.

-Bullseye,- she screeched as the yarrow clung to
Daniel’s face.

Now it was simply a matter of finding a place to
change.

Leaving the chaos behind her, she banked left and
entered a residential part of the city, where she was fortunate
enough to find a vacant back alley. No one was around, and better
yet, it was laundry day, which meant there were clothes hanging out
on the lines, ripe for the picking. It would seem her luck was
beginning to change. Coming in low, she tried for a landing on the
fence but completely missed it. Instead, she crashed into the
garbage cans and soon found herself back in her vir form among the
rubbish.

“Wonderful,” she cursed, pulling potato skins out of
her hair. She needed to work on those landings. Staggering to her
feet, she rubbed her shoulder. That was going to leave a mark.

A quick survey of her surroundings revealed she had
miscalculated again. The clotheslines were a lot higher than they
appeared when she was flying over them. Grabbing a few old crates
and stacking them up against the wall, she quickly climbed up to
reach the laundry. She was only able to grab a few items before a
window opened, and an elderly woman stuck her head out to see what
all the noise was about.

“What’s going on out there?” she shouted as she
looked down into the alley. Kile pressed herself up against the
wall and hoped the woman didn’t look in her direction.

“Damn cats, getting in the garbage again. Carl…
Carl… get your lazy ass down here.”

Kile didn’t know who Carl was, nor did she care to
meet him. With her ill-gotten plunder, she decided to make a break
for it. Jumping off the crates and ducking down a side street, she
hid in the nearest door well before trying to catch her breath.
Searching through the clothing, she got away with two dish towels,
a pair of men’s underwear and an old beige dress. She was better
off with the scarecrow.

With no other choices open to her, and not wanting
to try her luck with Carl, she decided the dress would have to do.
Of course it was two sizes too big.

“Oh, if Alisa could only see me now,” she said,
looking down at herself.

Tearing the dish towels into strips, she knotted
them together to fashion herself a crude belt. It was the finishing
touch to her ensemble. Now she was ready for the streets of
Azintar.

Falling into her Edge, Kile stretched her
consciousness across the city, seeking out Vesper. She was
surprised how alive the city was, especially when compared with the
palace. There were dogs in the streets, cats in the alley, rats in
the sewers, pigeons on the roof, and all the while, the people were
clueless. It always amazed her how much the vir took nature for
granted.

Only after connecting with Vesper was she willing to
leave the safety of the alley and step out into the streets. Her
biggest fear was being spotted by the Terrabin Hunters before she
could find Erin. If Jerald was somehow involved in all this, which
only seemed likely, the Hunters must know she was no longer dead.
They may even be looking for her now. She tried to make herself as
inconspicuous as possible, and being dressed like a street urchin
did have its advantages. For one thing, nobody wanted to make eye
contact with her. People had a tendency to look away when she
looked at them, or they simply pretended she didn’t exist. What
better place to hide than in plain sight. Still, she learned not to
trust too much in luck and tried to keep to the alleys and side
streets as much as possible.

Like a length of twine only she could see, her
connection with the yarrow led her through the narrow street and
back alleys of Azintar. When she finally caught up with Vesper, she
was glad to see he was still in Daniel’s care. The two of them were
standing outside a tinker’s shop, on one of the less-populated
streets. Daniel was holding the yarrow in both hands and seemed
disoriented by the way he was looking around. When he spotted Kile
on the other side of the street, he froze.

She waved for him to come over, but he wouldn’t
move. He seemed rooted to the spot. If she didn’t know any better,
she would have said he was scared. Of course, he probably still
thought she was dead, so there was that. When it was clear he
wasn’t coming to her, she decided to go to him.

As she got closer he started shaking his head.
“You’re dead. You’re dead,” he kept whispering.

“Yeah, I’m getting tired of hearing that,” Kile
said, grabbing his arm and leading him around to the side of the
tinker’s shop. Once they were off the street, Vesper quickly took
his place on her shoulder. Daniel seemed in shock when she let him
go. Except for some fresh scratches on his face where Vesper must
have latched on to him, he looked surprisingly well. It would
appear the sea voyage had done him some good.

“Look, Danny, I need your help.”

“You’re dead.”

Kile rolled her eyes and sighed. “I think we can
safely say, I am not dead.”

“No… no, this… this isn’t real.”

“Danny, I’m alive. I’m right here.”

“But you can’t be. That island. We left you on that
island. The Valgar. How… you… here… dressed… like that?”

Kile looked down at her outfit. “I can assure you, I
looked better this morning.”

“It really is you, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it really is me, and I don’t have time for
this.”

“But how.”

“I can’t explain it. All you need to know is, we
made a mistake. The Heart of Nilak is not what we were told. It’s
dangerous.”

“Dangerous?”

“Yes, dangerous. The Alva were behind everything,
and I think the Terrabin Hunters have something to do with it as
well.”

“Terrabin Hunters?”

“Yes, the Terrabin Hunters. They’re after the Heart
as well, although I don’t know why. At least not yet. I have to
find Erin.”

“Erin?”

“Danny, please, stay with me here. It’s not that
complicated. I came to Azintar with Erin, but we ran into the
Terrabin Hunters and they took her away.”

“The Hunters have Erin.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No, I mean the Hunters have arrested Erin. They’re
taking her to Littenbeck for trial.”

“What? When?”

“Tomorrow evening, when the council reconvenes. She
and two other Hunters are being tried for treason.”

“Why?”

“Haven’t you heard? There was an attempt to
overthrow Guild Master Parker and the council. They say Erin was
behind it.”

“That’s ridiculous. Erin was with me these last
couple of days. There’s no way she was involved.”

“Well, that’s what they’re saying.”

“This must be how they’re going to do it, how
they’re going to get rid of her,” Kile said.

Oblum was right all along. Nathan Parker, the new
Guild Master, would never be satisfied with simply keeping Erin in
the southern province. She was one of Latherby’s most loyal
supporters and he would have to make an example of her.

“We have to help her,” she said.

“How?” Daniel asked. “They left his morning. They’ll
be in Littenbeck by tomorrow evening, and that place is crawling
with Hunters. You’ll never be able to get in there, let alone get
her out.”

“Then I’ll have to stop them before they reach
Littenbeck.”

“It’s no use. They have too much of a head start. As
I said, they left this morning.”

“It doesn’t matter. I have to try. Will you help
me?”

“Kile, it’s no use.”

“Will you help me?”

“Kile, I…”

“Fine, I’ll go on my own.”

Daniel grabbed her arm before she had a chance to
walk away. “Okay, I’ll go.” He didn’t sound too thrilled about
it.

She knew she was asking a lot of him, but there was
no one else she could trust.

“Thanks, Danny. By the way, you didn’t happen to see
Alex around here, did you?”

“Alex? What is he doing here?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I can’t believe you got him involved in this,”
Daniel snapped. “What were you thinking?”

“Hey, I didn’t get him involved in anything, he kind
of… got caught up with our traveling arrangements.”

“He’s not up to this. You should have known
better.”

“Alex is more than capable of taking care of
himself.”

“Yeah, well, I hope you’re right.”

“Besides, I asked him to keep an eye on Erin, so if
we find Erin, we’re bound to find him.”

Kile started off down the alley. They would have to
reach the southern gate and the easiest way was Market Street. The
street ran straight through the city, starting in the Vetta, and it
was near the center of Market Street, where Emara accidentally
dropped them, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to find.

Leaving the alley, they headed toward the city’s
center, so Kile could no longer avoid the masses. Market Street was
known for its markets, hence its name. During this time of the day,
it was filled with buyers and sellers. Her street urchin disguise,
which kept her hidden in the northern district, would have her
standing out like a mouse among rats. She would almost certainly be
spotted by somebody. Even now, people were starting to take
notice.

“I’m going to have to change,” she remarked

“What’s with that outfit, anyhow?” Daniel asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Seriously. For starters, why don’t you have any
shoes on?”

Kile shrugged. “Because people don’t hang shoes on
clotheslines.”

“What?”

“Never mind. It’s not important. What is important
right now is getting to Erin before she reaches Littenbeck.”

“Okay, how are we supposed to do that? I keep
telling you, they have a head start.”

Kile stopped walking. “What’s with all the
questions, all of a sudden?”

“What? It’s a valid question.”

Well, she had to admit, it was a good question, one
she hadn’t considered

“We find horses, of course,” she said.

“Oh, yeah? Where?”

“I don’t know. We could… rent a few.”

“Really? You have any coin on you? Horses don’t come
cheap. There’s always the Guild Stables, but, since you believe the
Hunters are after you, that’s probably not a good idea. You could
always call a few, you know, use your Edge, but wouldn’t that be
like… stealing? Besides, if you did that and a horse happened to
wander out of the stables, any Hunter worth his salt would figure
out who’s behind it. You’ll have every Hunter and half the guards
following them to wherever we’re hiding.”

Kile stopped walking again. Where was all this
coming from, she wondered? Daniel was always the practical one, but
now he was being downright pessimistic. It was almost as if he was
trying to give her every reason he could think of not to help Erin.
Unfortunately, much of what he said was true. She had no money, so
there was no way of getting horses legally, and she didn’t dare go
to the Guild Stables—not if the Terrabin Hunters were looking for
her. She couldn’t even use her Edge, but not because of what Daniel
said. Horses were loyal to their masters, and it would be nearly
impossible to persuade one, let alone two, to leave without
permission. Unless she used the Maligar, but that was out of the
question. The last thing she wanted to do was invite more
trouble.

-Kile Horse,- Vesper suggested.

Okay, that was a choice she hadn’t considered. The
whole red-shouldered hawk thing worked out pretty much as planned.
At least, as a horse, she wouldn’t have to worry about crashing,
and she could walk right through the southern gates without being
noticed. It almost seemed like a win–win, which meant she was
obviously overlooking something.

“So, what’s the plan?” Daniel asked when she started
walking again.

“It’s taken care of,” Kile said. “This way.” She led
him away from Market Street.

“But the gate is that way,” Daniel protested.

“I know, but I already told you, I have to change
first.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


If the boarded-up windows were any indication, the
warehouse had been abandoned years ago. Kile tried the door but
found it locked. A quick inspection of the frame showed it was in
serious need of repair. A little brute force and she’d have it open
in no time. Grabbing hold of the door handle, she pulled it up. It
came off in her hand.

“Wonderful,” she said, tossing the handle aside.

Searching the ground, she found an old iron rod.
Probably something left over from when the warehouse was in use. It
didn’t matter; it would serve its purpose. Shoving it between the
door and the jamb, she threw her weight against it.

“What are you trying to do?” Daniel asked.

“Help me, will you? I’ll explain later.”

Daniel grabbed the end of the bar and between them,
they pried open the door. It swung in and fell off its hinges. When
it hit the floor, it sent up a few years’ worth of dust.

“Great, we’ve now broken into an empty warehouse. Is
this part of your plan?” Daniel asked.

“Of course it is,” Kile said, stepping over the
fallen door. “Now, stay out here. Don’t come in, no matter
what.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“Just stay out here, and whatever you do, don’t
peek.”

“Peek? What am I going to peek at?”

“Promise me.”

“Okay, okay, I promise. I won’t come in and I won’t
peek.”

Kile stood in the doorway for a moment before
removing Vesper from her shoulder.

“Stay here with Daniel,” she told the yarrow. “Make
sure he doesn’t peek.”

“I said I wasn’t going to peek,” Daniel said
defensively.

“I know. I just want to make sure.”

Stepping into the warehouse, Kile took a quick look
around. The place was bare. There were only a few empty crates
lined up against one of the walls and a few torn grain sacks
scattered across the floor. There was no telling what was
originally stored here, but whatever it was, it had long been
removed. A dividing wall, between two pillars, looked like an ideal
spot to change. It might have been dark, damp, and dirty, but at
least it offered some privacy.

Picking up a few of the torn sacks, she took them
behind the wall and lay them out on the floor. When she was
positive no one could look in on her, she removed her dress and
placed it carefully within reach. There were no bedsheets to wrap
herself up in. She would have to put her modesty aside for the time
being. Sitting down on the grain sacks, Kile closed her eyes and
fell into her Edge.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


“What the hell is she doing in there,” Daniel
complained to no one as he paced back and forth in front of the
open door. He kept looking up the street, expecting the city guard
to arrive at any minute. They would be curious to know why he tried
to break into an abandoned warehouse, and he had no answer that
would satisfy their curiosity.

When Daniel moved closer to the open door, Vesper
started chattering angrily in his ear.

“I wasn’t trying to look, I swear,” he said,
stepping back from the building. “But if she doesn’t come out of
there in the next few minutes, I will go in, and there’s nothing
you can do to stop me.”

Vesper made a hissing sound in reply. Daniel wasn’t
sure what the yarrow was trying to tell him, but it sounded like he
accepted the challenge. Fortunately it didn’t come to that.

“Finally, what took you so—”

Daniel stopped talking when a horse, holding what
looked like a beige piece of cloth in its mouth, exited the
warehouse.

 


 


~~~***~~~

 


 


-Sorry, it took a little longer than I thought,-
Kile apologized, but all that came out was a few snorts and
possible a whinny. Daniel wasn’t paying any attention to her
anyway, he was too busy trying to look past her.

“You stole a horse?” he shouted. “I thought we
decided not to do that.”

-Damn it, I knew there was something I forgot-

Although she could still communicate with animals,
she could no longer communicate with vir. This was going to be a
problem. She tried getting his attention by waving the cloth she
was holding in his direction.

“What the hell is your problem?” Daniel asked,
stepping back.

Kile tried again, this time a little more
forcefully. She didn’t stop until he took the tattered piece of
cloth from her mouth.

“What is this?” he asked, shaking it out. “Wait?
This is Kile’s dress. What’s going on here? Kile, where are you?
Are you okay?” he called out, trying to move past her into the
warehouse. Kile moved to block him, so he tried the other side.

-Fine, we’ll do this the hard way,- she said,
butting him with her head and knocking him on his backside. Vesper
seized the opportunity to leap onto Kile and quickly took his place
between her ears, the way he usually rode with Grim. Daniel was now
looking at the bay mare a little differently.

“Kile?” he asked, getting to his feet. Daniel
carefully moved around the horse, studying it from all sides. Kile
followed him with her eyes. She was starting to feel uncomfortable
with his examination.

“Is that… really you?” he asked.

She just looked at him.

“No. No, it can’t be,” he said, shaking his head
before taking a step closer. “If you’re Kile, stomp your foot.”

-Seriously, you want to play games?- Kile asked.
Unfortunately Daniel couldn’t understand her.

-Suit yourself,- she said and stomped on his
foot.

“Son of a—” Daniel cursed, hopping away from her.
“Okay, okay, you’re Kile, I get it. How is this even possible?” he
asked and shook his head. “You can’t communicate with me, can you?
So I guess there’s no use in me asking you questions. Well, this is
definitely not covered in the Hunter’s codebook. What do we do
now?”

Kile pointed her nose toward Market Street.

“You want to go find Erin?”

She nodded.

“All right, we’ll go find Erin,” Daniel said. He
started walking when Kile stomped her hoof and whinnied.

“What is it now?” he asked.

She continued to stomp until he looked down. Beside
her hoof was the old beige dress.

“You want me to bring that?”

She nodded.

“Yeah. I guess that’s probably a good idea,
especially if you want to change back. You can change back, can’t
you?”

She nodded again.

“Well, that’s good,” He said, picking up the dress.
Carefully folding it, he tucked it into his shirt. He started to
walk away again but stopped when Kile stomped her hoof.

Daniel sighed. “What is it now?”

She turned her left side to him.

“You want me to… ride you?”

She reluctantly nodded.

“You sure I can’t just walk along beside you?”

Kile whinnied.

“All right, all right, but this is quite
awkward.”

-Think of how I feel,- she said, but he still didn’t
understand her. Now all she had to do was keep from reverting to a
vir. Otherwise it would get awkward.

Daniel placed his hands on her back and hesitated
before finally mounting up.

“We tell nobody about this. Agreed?” he asked.

She vigorously nodded her head.

“I’ve never ridden without reins before. How do I
steer?”

-You don’t, you just hold on,- Kile said and bolted
for the street.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


She was finally starting to understand Grim as she
raced down the center of Market Street. Watching the people dive
for cover was rather empowering. They made no attempts to stop her
and cleared a path. She didn’t even need to slow down when they
reached the southern gates. The guards threw them open and quickly
stepped aside. Before she knew it, she left the City of Azintar
behind her.

At first, she thought running on four legs would be
difficult, but it was quite natural. It was almost as if she was
meant to run this way. The only thing she couldn’t get used to was
Daniel. Even though she was in control and knew where she was
going, he was still trying to steer by pulling on her mane. It was
degrading. Was this how Grim felt when she rode the mountain pony?
She tried to rationalize it by finding the differences. She wasn’t
always a horse. He was, or was he? She still didn’t rule out the
possibility there was Orceen blood in the mountain pony. It would
go a long way toward explaining a few things.

“Kile, hold up,” Daniel shouted, yanking her mane.
“Look up ahead.”

Quickly scanning the area, she spotted a small
figure on the side of the road. He was walking toward them. She
slowed down as they got closer and stopped when she recognized
him.

“Danny, is that you?” Alex shouted, running toward
them.

“Alex, what are you doing out here?” Daniel
asked.

“It’s a long story… although it’s an interesting one
if you want to hear it.”

“Can you give me the short version? I don’t have
much time. We’re trying to find Hunter Silvia.”

“We?”

“I mean… yeah… me and Vesper.”

“Hey, Vesper.” Noticing the yarrow, Alex laughed. “I
didn’t see you up there. What happened to Kile? Is she all
right?”

“Um… it’s complicated,” Daniel said.

Alex looked at him suspiciously. “I’ll tell you my
story if you tell me yours.”

“Alex, please, we don’t have much time.”

“Fine. Let me see,” he said, putting on his best
storyteller face. “So, I was keeping any eye on Erin, like Kile
asked me to. I mean I really was, I swear.”

“I’m not saying you weren’t, Al. We just need to
know what happened.”

“Okay, but when you see Kile, tell her I was
watching Erin, and I did try to help.

“Al, please. I’m sure Kile will understand.”

“Well, it’s only, I didn’t know what else to
do.”

“Look, no one’s blaming you for anything. Just tell
us what happen.”

“Well, I followed the Hunters, and they took Erin to
the military headquarters, the way they said they were going to.
You know, that place we met up at, before heading into the
wastelands last year. You remember that, don’t you? When you and
Kile rode out looking for Carter and those Valgar attacked the
camp? You know, I wanted to tell that story at The Purple Puffin,
but when Lewis saw my version of the Valgar he put a stop to it
right then and there. Said he didn’t want to scare off any more of
his customers.”

“Alex, please. Hunter Silvia?”

“Oh, yeah, right, well, they took her in, so I
waited outside. They were in there, like, forever. I was about to
go in, you know, sneak in and take a look around, but before I
could get past the front gate, they were escorting her out. I tried
to follow, but some of the guards grew a little suspicious, so I
had to back off. They took her to another building. This one was
much bigger with soldiers all over the place. I’m not sure what it
was, but it didn’t look too inviting. It might have had something
to do with the bars on the windows. Anyway, as I said, they took
her into this building, and I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to
go look for Kile, you know, let her know what was happening, but I
wasn’t sure if I should. She was supposed to meet with the king,
and… well… you know, her and him…”

Kile turned toward Alex and snorted in his face,
causing him to stumble backward

“What’s with him?” he asked.

“Never mind, Alex. Get on with it,” Daniel told
him.

The young bard stepped away from the horse and
straightened his shirt.

“And I thought Kile’s horse was ill-tempered,” he
mumbled. “Anyway, where was I? Oh, yeah, as I was saying, I
couldn’t get in, and I didn’t know if I should look for Kile, so I
waited. I figured she would be able to find me easier than I could
find her. Then I remembered what Master Adams taught us. You know,
something about, if you couldn’t do anything, you should gather
information or something like that. So, that’s what I did. I
started gathering information. I talked to one of the soldiers
outside the gates. I told him I had seen them take a prisoner in
and I was wondering what she was wanted for. He told me she was an
ex-Hunter and she tried to kill her Guild Master. I knew Erin
wasn’t too happy with Guild Master Latherby being replaced, but I
never thought she’d try to kill Guild Master Parker. At least she
didn’t seem homicidal when she visited me at The Purple Puffin. I
mean, do you honestly think she’d try something like that?”

“I don’t know, Alex, but can you get on with the
story?”

“Oh, yeah, well, as I said, I decided to wait for
Kile. So I found a place across the street, where I could keep an
eye on the building. I must have fallen asleep, because the next
thing I know, it’s morning and there’s this prison transport parked
in the middle of the street. I knew I couldn’t wait any longer, so
when the guards were opening the gate, I climbed up onto the back
and used my Edge to disguise myself as one of the supply crates. It
was an amazing illusion. They never even noticed me. Too bad it was
only a crate. Anyway, I watched as they led Erin out with two other
Hunters. They loaded them into the back of the transport and locked
them in, and we left the city. They took us right out through the
southern gate.”

“So, why aren’t you with the transport?” Daniel
asked.

“Oh yeah. Well, you see”—Alex looked a little
embarrassed—“it was incredibly dusty and all and I… I kinda…
sneezed. When that happened, they stopped the transport and started
looking for me. I barely managed to get away. I jumped off the back
and ran into the woods. Erin called after me, told me I should warn
Kile. The guards chased me, but I finally gave them the slip. I
thought they’d never give up.”

“When did this happen?” Daniel asked.

“I don’t know, about an hour ago.”

Kile started stomping her hoof.

“I know, that means they can’t be all that far ahead
of us,” Daniel said.

“Shouldn’t we go back to Azintar and warn Kile?”
Alex asked.

“No. I mean… there’s no time for that,” Daniel said,
reaching down and grabbing Alex’s hand. The little bard’s feet
barely left the ground before Kile was off and running. Even with
the extra weight, she knew she could easily outpace a prison
transport. It was only a matter of time. Pushing herself to the
limit, she never dreamed she could move so fast. The world was a
blur as the trees flew by and the ground continued to roll under
her.

“There it is,” she finally heard Daniel shout.

Looking up, she could barely see the prison
transport through the cloud of dust it was kicking up. It was a
large square-backed wagon, much like the Undacks used for carrying
supplies. With a team of four horses, it was moving at a pretty
good clip, probably trying to make up for lost time, because of an
annoying stowaway. But the wagon was running heavy. Three
prisoners, one driver, two guards, and a considerable amount of
supplies strapped to the top weighed it down. Kile forced herself
to run faster. All she had to do now was remain a horse until they
rescued Erin.

“What are we supposed to do when we catch up to
them?” Daniel called down to her. “In case you hadn’t noticed,
we’re not equipped for this.”

She hadn’t thought that far ahead, but he was right.
None of them were prepared for a battle. She was so concerned with
finding Erin, she never planned what to do if they finally caught
up to her. She didn’t want anyone getting hurt, including the
guards; they were merely doing their jobs.

With every stride, Kile was getting closer to the
wagon, so it was certain they’d attract the attention of one of the
guards. He looked surprised to see someone behind them. Staggering
to his feet and trying to keep his balance, he moved to the back of
the wagon. Once there, he braced himself between two of the crates
before raising his hands in the air.

“What’s he doing?” Daniel asked.

“Oh, I think I forgot to tell you, he’s a Terrabin
Hunter.”

There was a piece of information she wished Alex had
shared with them earlier.

“A Hunter,” Daniel exclaimed, pulling on Kile’s
mane. “We can’t go up against Hunters.”

She should have realized they were Hunters. Guild
Master Parker would never put the fate of someone like Erin Silvia
in the hands of simple city guards.

Ignoring Daniel’s attempts to stop her, she tried to
get closer to the wagon while keeping an eye on the Hunter. Thin
trails of soft green light encircled his hands. His was influenced
by the sphere of earth, but what could he do?

The answer came in a sudden explosion as a column of
earth, roughly three two feet wide, erupted from the ground
directly in front of her. It tore a hole in the road and it filled
the air with debris. Kile barely avoided running straight into it
as she quickly veered left, but not before clipping the side of the
column. She managed to keep her feet under her, as she stumbled off
the road before stopping.

“Damn, that was close,” Daniel exclaimed trying to
catch his breath. The way he was panting, she would have thought he
was doing all the running.

“What do we do now?” he asked.

Kile said nothing before starting off again, not
that it would have done much good since he couldn’t understand her
anyway. Now that she had an idea of what to expect, she knew what
to look for.

“Are you insane? We can’t go up against Hunters,
especially not after that,” Daniel yelled while he continued to
pull on her mane.

She was going to have a serious talk with him about
that.

As Kile chased after the transport, she kept a
closer watch, not only on the Hunter but on the road as well. All
magic was visible if you could you see it, and she could see it. As
the Hunter raised his hands again, she looked for the telltale
signs. There was a cause and effect with magic. All she had to do
was find the effect. This time it took the form a small green ball
of light that appeared on the road three feet in front of her. It
was moving at the same speed she was and hovered about a foot off
the ground. She tried to maneuver around it, but the light moved
with her, always keeping its distance. When it suddenly plunged
into the road, that’s when she knew to move. Quickly swerving to
the left, she barely avoided another column of earth as it erupted
from the ground, sending out shards of rock in all directions. The
dirt rained down on her as she passed through the cloud. The Hunter
seemed stunned she was still closing in on them. It wasn’t long
before the small green ball of light was back. She waited for this
one to drop as well, and when it did, she swerved to the right as
another column of stone appeared. That one didn’t even come close
to hitting her. The fourth time, however, forced her off the road
as the Hunter called up two columns, but it still didn’t slow her
down.

As Kile closed in on the transport, she reached out
with her Edge. The connection she made, with all four horses, was
almost instantaneous. Was it because she was also a horse? It was
never that easy before. The reasons were best pondered at another
time since she nearly ran into one of the Hunter’s stone columns.
She couldn’t allow herself to be distracted, otherwise, this chase
was going to end abruptly. She needed to concentrate on trying to
convince the team of horses to disobey their masters, or in this
case, the driver. It wouldn’t be easy, especially since she needed
to keep dodging stone columns.

-Can you stop running, please, or at least, slow
down?- she asked the horses, but they wouldn’t listen. She couldn’t
even tell them what they were doing was wrong, since it wasn’t—not
for them. They didn’t understand, nor did they care about the
problems of the vir. All they knew was their masters wanted them to
pull the transport from one place to the other, and that’s what
they were going to do.

-Please, you have to understand, you have to trust
me,- she begged, but it was no use. Three of the horses refused to
listen.

-Kile?-

But it only took one.

-Do I know you?- she asked.

-It’s me, Fort.-

Fort, Sandson’s horse, or the one he signed out of
the stables when they journeyed into the wastelands to find Carter.
His name was Forty-five, or at least that was the number he was
given. She gave him the name of Fort, and he was grateful.

-Fort, am I glad it’s you. I need your help.-

-Anything for you, Kile.-

-I know it means going against your master, but I
need you to turn.-

-Turn where?-

-Toward the trees, and don’t stop until I tell you
to. Can you do that?-

Fort didn’t reply, but the transport suddenly turned
left. The Hunter, however, continued along the road as he flew off
the back of the wagon. Like a stone skipping on water, he hopped
six times before coming to a rest. Kile barely avoided him as she
followed the transport across the field. They were now heading
toward the trees.

She was closing in on it again as it flew over the
uneven ground. Without having to worry about dodging stone columns,
she could shrink the distance between them faster. The transport,
however, wasn’t fairing too well. It was shaking badly and didn’t
look as if it would reach the trees before falling apart. She could
hear one of the men screaming at the horses, begging them to stop,
but they weren’t listening. It wasn’t long before both the drivers
and the last guard bailed out. They hit the ground and disappeared
among the tall grass as the transport continued without them.

-Slow it down, Fort,- Kile called out when they got
closer to the tree line.

For one brief moment, she didn’t think the horses
were going to listen to her either, but the transport slowed and
eventually stopped at the edge of the woods. As Kile caught up to
it, Daniel jumped off her back.

“Alex, lend me a hand,” he said, running to the
transport.

Alex fell off Kile and seemed a little wobbly as he
stumbled to where Daniel was now working on the lock, trying to get
the doors open.

“Help me look for something to pry this off with,”
he told the bard.

Kile moved to the front of the wagon to check on the
horses. They were a little winded but didn’t seem too worse for the
ordeal.

-Thank you, Fort,- she said, addressing one of the
lead horses.

-It was nothing,- he replied casually.

-But you went against your master’s wishes,- she
reminded him.

-He was only another vir.-

-Yeah, but so am I, although you wouldn’t believe it
by looking at me at the moment.-

-You are not a vir, Kile, you are family-

The word always caught her by surprise, but it
wasn’t so much the word as it was the feeling connected to it.

“Hay… um… horse,” Daniel called as he came around
the side of the wagon. “We have problems.” He pointed behind
him.

Kile turned to see the two Hunters, who ditched the
wagon, were now back on their feet, but they were not alone. More
riders were cutting across the field to join with them. She hadn’t
noticed before, but all of them wore the same green uniforms.

-Where did they come from?- she asked.

Although Daniel couldn’t understand her, he seemed
to know what she was thinking.

“Alex left a few details out of his story,” he said,
climbing up onto the front of the wagon. Searching under the seat,
he pulled out a long metal rod. “If you have any more tricks you
want to try, this would be a good time.”

Before Kile could even think of what to do next, the
air around her shimmered and she detected a strange odor on the
wind. The only way she could describe it was to say it smelled like
a warm breeze on a midsummer afternoon. She knew what it meant, but
she didn’t know what to expect.

From out of nowhere, Umingoth appeared.

The dragon wasn’t nearly as big as she remembered,
but he looked twice as fierce. Fierce enough to scare the horses
and keep the riders at bay. It also bought Daniel enough time to
break the lock on the back of the transport, freeing the
prisoners.

“Daniel, what are you doing here?” Erin asked,
jumping down from the back of the wagon.

“It’s a long story,” he said, “but I don’t think
Alex can keep those Hunters at bay for much longer.”

“I’ll help Alex with the Hunters. You help
Mandy.”

“Who’s Mandy?” Daniel asked.

“He’s my brother,” a man answered, climbing down
from the back of the wagon. He was a tall, muscular man who had
seen a few years. With no hair on his head and a shaggy beard on a
rough, leathery face, he looked more intimidating than the Terrabin
Hunters who had shown up.

“What’s wrong with him?” Daniel asked.

“He’s hurt bad. Took a shot in the side. Do you
think you can help him?”

“I’ll do my best.”

Umingoth seemed pleased by the Hunters’ reaction
while he paced the battlefield. Each time he moved in their
direction, they backed up a little farther. If he kept at it, he
could probably drive them all the way back to Littenbeck.
Stretching out his great wings, Umingoth lowered his head and
opened his mouth, but nothing came out. There was only silence.
Illusions don’t make noises.

The Hunters looked among themselves for a moment,
confused over this turn of events, until one of them rode
forward.

“Forget the beast, it’s a fake,” he yelled before
riding through the dragon. The illusion, which was Umingoth,
disappeared.

“I’m sorry, Erin. I guess I got a little carried
away with the whole roaring thing,” Alex said when Erin came
alongside him.

“It’s all right, Alex, you did your best. Now get
behind me.”

“Get behind us,” the bald man corrected her.

“Are you up for this Charles?” she asked.

“I’ve got nothing better to do.” He grinned. “Might
as well go down swinging.”

The lead Hunter stopped a few yards in front them
and held up his hand to keep his companions back. Leaning forward
in his saddle, there was an air of arrogance about him.

“Give it up, Silvia. You’re outmatched,” he
said.

“Still the lackey, Grey. First Drain, now
Parker.”

“Just because you couldn’t read the writing on the
wall, doesn’t mean the rest of us were blind. This was coming for a
long time, Silvia. You and your kind are a thing of the past. You
should accept it.”

“Never. You know as well as I, Parker has perverted
the Hunter’s Code.”

“Hunter’s Code, please, that tired old piece of
drivel? Don’t you see, the Hunters were meant to be so much more?
Terrabin D’al had it right all along. Together we are unstoppable.
No lord would dare oppose us. We will finally bring peace to this
kingdom. Isn’t that what you’ve always said you wanted?”

“Not your kind of peace, not like this.”

“You’re a hypocrite, Silvia.” Grey laughed as he
leaned back in his saddle. “You say you don’t believe in uniting
the Hunters, and yet that’s exactly what you’re trying to do. You
don’t think we know about the renegades? You don’t think we know
about the Veller Hunters? You and your precious code. Doesn’t the
code say Hunters must work alone, that they are to aid the weak and
the helpless and not to harm another Hunter? While here you are
assembling another group of Hunters to lead against us. You are no
different from us. Don’t you see? We can end this now. Join us, and
together we will finally have peace.”

“Peace? Under whose rule? Guild Master Parker?”

“Parker?” Grey barked. “You think we’re working for
Guild Master Parker? He may lead the Hunters, but this isn’t his
war.”

“Then whose is it? Who’s calling the shots?” Erin
asked, but she laughed after seeing the look on Grey’s face. “You
don’t know, do you? You have no idea who’s pulling your
strings.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Grey said, “because you can’t
win. Not today, not ever. Stand down. Surrender and your companions
won’t be harmed.”

Erin hesitated. She looked back over her shoulder at
the men who stood behind her. One medic, one storyteller, one
Hunter, who could barely stand, and another who was out of
commission, probably for good. Grey was right. There was no way
they were going to win this battle.

“How can I believe you?” she asked.

“Despite what you might think of me, I am still a
Hunter,” he said. “I am honor bound by my mission. The script I
have is for you and you alone. I care nothing about the rest. You
surrender to me, and your companions are free to go. But, I can’t
promise you there aren’t scripts with their names on them floating
around.”

“I go with you, and they leave this place. Your men
will not follow them?”

“You have my word as Certified Level One Hunter,”
Grey said.

“No, you can’t,” Alex shouted.

Erin turned to the young bard. “I have to,” she
whispered. “There’s no other way. We’re outmatched. Find Kile, tell
her what happened. Tell her to find Folkstaff.”

“But you can’t go with them. We came all this way to
save you.”

“I don’t see any other way out of this. I don’t want
anyone getting hurt. You know the code: Hunters don’t harm
Hunters.”

-Then it’s a good thing I’m a horse,- Kile said,
walking past Erin to stand between her and the Terrabin Hunters.
She was a bit miffed because it was such a good line and nobody
understood her, well almost nobody. There were the horses, Vesper,
and of course, the few thousand birds that were now darkened the
sky.

They poured out of the trees like a large feathery
blanket and descended on the riders. Thousands of them, of all
different shapes and sizes from sparrows to hawks. There was no
time for the men to react. They were swept off the backs of their
horses. Unfortunately, as soon as they hit the ground, they were
set on by squirrels. Out of tall grass, they swarmed over the
fallen Hunters, biting at any section of exposed flesh. It was
complete pandemonium until one of the men managed to get to his
feet. Holding out his hands, he burned the grass away with a cone
of fire, scattering the animals. Erin, in a blinding burst of
speed, flew past Kile and into the fire-wielding Hunter. She not
only knocked the man out but stole his weapon as well. Now armed,
Erin took the fight to Grey, barely giving the man time to defend
himself.

“You should have given up, Silvia, when you had the
chance,” Grey said as he parried her attack.

“It would seem we’re not as outnumbered as you might
have thought,” she said.

Two Terrabin Hunters, now free of the squirrels,
tried to help Grey, but a wall of stone blocked them. Charles made
himself known. Armed with the metal rod, he connected with one
Hunter, sending the poor man spiraling into the grass. Swinging the
bar wildly, he kept two more at bay but didn’t see the third.

“Behind you,” Mandy exclaimed, and the third Hunter
was thrown backward across the field.

Mandy was a bit shorter and thinner than his brother
but was no less intimidating. He also had a great deal more hair.
Influenced by the sphere of air, he flung another Hunter away from
Charles, but the use of his Edge was taxing. He fell to his knees.
Charles quickly disarmed his remaining opponent by thumping him
over the head with the metal bar. Grabbing the fallen blade, he
tossed it to his brother.

“Think you can still wield one of these?” He
laughed.

The sword slowed down in midflight and stopped in
front of Mandy, who simply reached out and grabbed it.

“Please, I was swinging a blade before you could
even talk.” He grinned.

This is why Hunters don’t fight Hunters, Kile
realized as she watched the chaos unfold. Flames burning the earth,
boulders flying through the air, Hunters zipping from one side of
the battlefield to the other. It also explained why they were
supposed to work alone. Two Hunters working in tandem like the
brothers was one thing, but an army of them, unifying their powers,
was a frightening idea. She saw it before, during the siege of
Moran. It had scared her ever since.

What had Guild Master Parker unleashed?

The Terrabin Hunters fell back and started to
regroup. Kile watched as two of them joined their Edges to create
strands of interwoven magic. Red for fire, yellow for air, they
exploded into flaming serpents that streaked across the field
toward the brothers. Charles jumped in front of Mandy, shielding
him. The flames burned his clothing, but not his flesh. His body
was solid stone.

With Charles preoccupied, the wall around Erin and
Grey was absorbed back into the earth. Two men broke away from the
others and ran to Grey’s aid.

This was not going well.

“Hey, is that Kile?” Alex asked.

At first Kile thought she was no longer a horse and
somehow turned back into a vir. She quickly looked down and was
relieved to see she still had hooves. It wouldn’t do for her to
stand naked in the middle of a battle. She then realized Alex
wasn’t even looking in her direction and instead was pointing
south.

“No,” Daniel said nervously. “That’s not Kile, but
it is Grim!” He pulled Alex out of the way.

Sure enough, the mountain pony was racing across the
field at full speed, heading directly for the melee. Aiming for the
group of Terrabin Hunters, he’d never moved so fast. The crash was
horrible as one vir was trampled and two more were thrown across
the field by the impact. With the fire serpents gone, Charles
regained his flesh form and charged at the dazed Hunters, his
brother right behind him.

Grim hardly slowed down as he skidded into a turn
and came back toward the battle, running down another Hunter. Kile
knew she had to stop him.

-Grim,- she called out.

The mountain pony slid to a stop and looked in her
direction, then started laughing. -Well, well, well,- he said as he
trotted across the battlefield.

-Look at you.-

-This is not the time, Grim.-

-Seriously?-

-Grim, please. Look, I’m glad you’re here, but we
have to stop this battle.-

-I thought that’s what I was doing.-

-Not by trampling everybody into the ground.-

-Why not? It works, and it’s kind of fun. Although,
it is a little messy on the hooves. You’ll be surprised at how hard
it is to get vir stuff off your feet once you step in it.-

-Grim! I do not want to see that.-

-Well, there’s always option number two.-

-And what’s that?-

-We leave them to fight among themselves and we head
off to the mountains together. I mean, come on. You, looking like
that…-

-You are not honestly hitting on me at a time like
this.-

-Hey, it’s worth a try. Besides, you can’t stop the
vir from fighting if they want to. You either join in or you leave
them alone.-

-I’m ending this battle now.-

-Yeah, and how are you planning to do that?-

Kile had one more trick up her sleeve, one she was
reluctant to use.

-I didn’t want to do this,- she said, slowly backing
away from the battle.

Grim joined her. -Oh, that’s devious. I’m proud of
you.-

-They left me no choice,- she said.

They came out of the woods and snuck onto the field,
unseen by either side. Quietly they stalked their prey, slowly
moving into position, waiting for the signal to strike. Erin must
have spotted one as it approached Grey from behind.. Quickly
breaking off her attack, she ran. She waved for Daniel and Alex to
get back, but there was nothing she could do for the brothers; they
would have to take care of themselves. Grey seemed confused by
Erin’s retreat.

It happened without warning. The worst smell known
to vir. The stench of fourteen skunks.

-Damn,- Grim said, as he backed farther away.

-That’s just cold.-

-Too much?- Kile asked.

-Maybe a little.- he answered.

Erin had gotten Daniel and Alex behind the transport
before the worst of it reached them, but she must have still felt
the effects. The smell was nauseating. Tearing off a piece of her
shirt, she covered her nose and mouth before approaching Grey. She
could only get within a few yards of him. Two skunks came toward
her, dragging the Hunter’s sword. They left it at her feet before
scurrying back to the woods. It didn’t matter he was disarmed, Grey
was in no condition to fight. He was on his hands and knees
vomiting. He had gotten the worst of it.

“It’s over,” she told him in a muffled voice. “Go
home.”

“You’re… not going… to get… away with… this,” he
sputtered. “We… we will… come for you.”

“Give it up, Grey. The Veller Hunters don’t care
about the Terrabin Hunters. They never did,” Erin said.

She picked up Grey’s sword and retreated to the
wagon. “Alex, Daniel, free those horses. We’re going to need
them.”

“What the hell just happened out there?” Charles
cursed, coughing into the crook of his arm. “I’ve never seen
anything like that before.”

“Are you two all right?” Erin asked.

“If you’re asking if we stink to high Ti’ban, the
answer’s no.”

She laughed. “How did you manage to avoid that?”

“Ask my brother.” He jerked his thumb toward the man
behind him.

Mandy appeared in good spirits despite the stench
that lingered on the field. The smell didn’t seem to affect him as
he stopped beside his brother.

“It was simple, really,” he said with a grin. “I
call it an air shield, something I picked up from a mystic when I
was doing a job in Sutton. He called it a self-contained
environment or something of that nature. You know mystics—never use
a single word when twenty will do. Fortunately, I saw the little
darlings before they fired, so I was able to shield my brother and
me from the stench.”

“I might not stink, but I can still smell it,”
Charles protested.

“What, you expect me to do everything?” Mandy
said.

Charles turned away from his brother to address
Erin. “So, how did all this happen, and what the hell is that?” He
pointed to Grim.

“I’m not sure how, but I know who.” Erin shook her
head. “I’ll explain later. Right now we should probably put some
distance between us and the transport before they regroup and come
back.”

“I’m all for that,” Daniel said, leading the horses
away from the wagon.

“But where are we going?” Alex asked.

“First thing I need to do is find Kile before the
Terrabin Hunters do,” Erin said.

Mandy looked up when Erin mentioned Kile’s name.
“Kile, as in Kile Veller?” he asked. “She’s alive?”

“The last time I saw her, she was. That’s why I need
to find her.”

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Daniel
interrupted. “I think she’ll find us.”
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They traveled north, putting as much distance
between them and the transport as they could in the shortest amount
of time possible. Only when they were far enough away from the
skunk’s aroma, could they talk without gasping for breath.

“So, where are we going?” Daniel asked.

He and Alex were riding one of the transport horses.
Erin was riding Fort, while the brothers rode the last two
available mounts. As for those horses belonging to the Terrabin
Hunters, they scattered when the skunks released their fragrance as
did their riders. They were all too quick to abandon Grey to his
fate.

Grim walked alongside Kile, several yards behind the
group. The mountain pony wouldn’t let anyone near her, and nobody
was foolish enough to try to ride him.

“We’re going to Wooddale,” Mandy said. “That is if
my brother remembers how to get there.”

“I remember just fine,” Charles said from the head
of the column. They were following him for most of the evening
since he was the only one who knew where they were going.

“What’s in Wooddale?” Alex asked.

“Folkstaff and the Veller Hunters, for starters,”
Mandy answered.

Kile pricked up her ears. What exactly was a Veller
Hunter?

Moving closer to the conversation, she tried to get
Daniel’s attention. Had she been in the form of a vir, she could
ask the questions herself, but she was reluctant to change around
these new Hunters. Erin seemed to trust them, but she was finding
it hard to trust anyone lately.

Daniel must have noticed her interest since he asked
what she wanted to hear.

“You mentioned something about the Veller Hunters
before,” he said. “Who are they exactly?”

“Well, I guess you can say the Veller Hunters are
what the Hunters used to be before the Hunters became what the
Hunters are now,” Mandy said.

-Well, that cleared things up,- Kile said, looking
at Daniel and waiting for him to ask the follow-up question.

“I don’t understand,” he said.

Okay, it wasn’t the question she wanted to ask, but
it was close enough.

“No. I suppose not.” Mandy laughed. “Let me try to
explain. You see—”

“Now you’ve done it!” Charles said. “You done got
him started on one of his long-winded explanations.”

Mandy glared at his brother. “Ignore him,” he said.
“He gets grumpy when he hasn’t eaten.”

“You were saying… about the Veller Hunters,” Daniel
reminded him.

“Oh, yes. The Veller Hunters. Well, I should tell
you more about the origin of the Hunters first.”

“Oh, we learned all about the history back at the
Academy,” Alex interjected.

“Think of this as a refresher course,” Mandy said.
“You see, in the beginning, the Hunters were a small band of
people, who tried to do some good in the world. They would help the
poor and the less fortunate, the people who couldn’t afford to hire
professional mercenaries, security guards, or military guides. They
were simply too expensive. Hunters never asked for much—whatever
the client could pay. Sometimes they were paid in coin, but most of
the time it was in chicken or feed or grain or blankets, whatever
the client’s form of currency was. As it turned out, the Hunters
were far better than the professionals and eventually, their
reputation grew and so did their clientele. Soon wealthy
businessmen, politicians, and merchants were all trying to hire
Hunters. There was such a demand, the Academy was formed to train
new Hunters while the Guild was created to keep track of them, and
the code was written to keep everyone on the same page.
Unfortunately, as the Guild grew, it no longer saw any benefits to
helping the less fortunate and placed more of its resources into
helping the wealthy. That’s when Terrabin D’al came along. He
wanted to take it even further. He wanted to unify the
Hunters.”

“But isn’t that a good thing?” Daniel asked. “I
mean, working together, Hunters could do so much more, they could
help more people.”

“Ah, yes, that is true. But think about what you saw
today and multiply it. I’m not talking about one or two Hunters
working together to fulfill a script, I’m talking about an army of
Hunters. A Hunter is part soldier and part mystic. Put enough of
them together, and who would be able to stand against them? That’s
why Hunters are required to work alone. Working in groups, they
have too much power, and that power can lead to corruption.”

“But what about what Grey said? Isn’t bringing peace
to the kingdom worth it?”

“Peace. Yes, peace is always worth fighting for, but
at what cost? If you have everything taken away from you for the
sake of peace, what have you won?”

“But it might not be that way.”

“Don’t fool yourself, Daniel. It’s always that way,”
Erin said. “Think about it. If you had the power to bring peace to
the kingdom, where would you stop? Once peace is established, it’s
hard to give up that kind of power. Once Parker creates his army of
Hunters, who could stop him?”

“But isn’t that what the… the Veller Hunters are
doing? Creating an army to battle the Terrabin Hunters?”

“No, not really,” Mandy said.

“But I thought…”

“You thought the Veller Hunters were going to try to
reclaim the Guild, but there’s nothing to reclaim. The Hunters
aren’t the Guild, the Guild is the Hunters.”

“Oh, I see,” Alex said excitedly. “You’re starting
over.”

“Exactly,” Mandy said. “For better or worse, the
Terrabin Hunters were the next logical step in the evolution of the
Hunters. It was bound to happen eventually. It is obvious by the
number of Hunters who support it. Fighting to try to reverse it is
futile. The fight would never end. It would only keep going back
and forth, and do more harm than good. The Veller Hunters are
starting over. We are going back to what we were supposed to be and
we are only taking those Hunters who wish to come.”

“Then you’re giving up.”

“There’s nothing to give up, Daniel, because there
was nothing to be had. A Hunter doesn’t own anything, we knew that
when we joined. The Terrabin Hunters have forgotten this. What they
are doing isn’t wrong—it’s just another way of looking at things.
However, I believe they will eventually destroy themselves from the
inside. It’s already happening because they’ll never be able to
give up what they are taking.”

“What do you mean?”

“Power,” Mandy said. “They crave it, they need it,
and they are afraid to lose it. That’s why they’re coming after us.
They fear us because we could take that power away from them, not
by conflict, but just by being. Once more Hunters see this and
understand this, they’ll abandon the Terrabin Hunters and come over
to the Veller Hunters.”

“So, why call yourself the Veller Hunters?” Alex
asked.

“Well, that was Duncan,” Mandy replied. “Arron
Duncan, a good man. He believes in the old way and wants to
recreate the Hunters the way they used to be. He says since they
wish to follow the teachings of Terrabin D’al, we’ll follow the
teachings of Kile Veller.”

“So, who is this Arron Duncan?” Erin asked.

“Well, I’m not sure where he came from. He’s a
Certified Level One Hunter, and he’s got the paperwork to prove it.
He knows the code back to front and back again, and he honestly
believes in this Kile Veller.”

“So, you’ve never actually met… Kile Veller?” Daniel
asked.

“No, I haven’t, but I’ve heard quite a bit about
her. I’m taking it you’ve met her.”

“Met her? We graduated the Academy with her,” Alex
said.

“Is that so?” Mandy grinned. “Well, I’d like to hear
about her, if you have the time. To hear the tails Master Duncan
tells, she’s larger than life, if you know what I mean.”

“Oh, sure, I can tell you hundreds of stories about
her, like the time we—”

“I don’t think this is the time for that, Alex,”
Daniel said.

“Yes, your friend is right. Maybe later, when we
aren’t so pressed.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. Besides, it will be
easier if I’m not on the back of a horse. Then I can really tell
you some stories about her.”

“That may not be a bad idea,” Erin added.

“What are you saying?” Daniel asked.

“I’m saying Alex should go with Charles and Mandy to
Wooddale, while you and I head west.”

“But Master Folkstaff sent us to find you,” Charles
said.

“And you found me.”

“But Folkstaff…”

“Master Folkstaff will understand. Tell him I have
an assignment I must complete first. I will come to Wooddale when I
can.”

“Fair enough,” Mandy said. “You’ll be able to find
us at the Barshed farm. Seems the old colonel left it to Duncan on
his passing. He’s trying to convert it into a new Academy, although
he has a ways to go. Look for Miles at the general store. He’ll be
able to point you in the right direction.”

“Thank you, I’ll do that. Alex, you go with Charles
and Mandy.”

“Oh, come on,” Alex protested. “I’m always left out
of the adventures. I want to go with you guys. That’s where the
real story is. Besides, Kile promised she’d tell me how she got off
that island.”

“And I’m sure she’ll keep her promise,” Erin said,
“but at the moment, I think you would be of great help to Master
Folkstaff.”

“Yeah, how? What can I do?”

“Mandy, has Master Folkstaff made any arrangements
with the mystics to teach the recruits?”

“Hardly,” Mandy replied. “We haven’t heard anything
from the Tower. They’ve been keeping to themselves.”

“Okay, okay, I get the point,” Alex said. “You want
to use me to contact the Tower, I get it.”

“No, Alex. I want you to help Master Folkstaff work
out a deal with the Tower.”

Alex grinned. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I’m not
really cut out for fieldwork anymore.” He slid off the back of
Daniel’s horse. “Besides, there’s a whole new audience that hasn’t
heard any of my Wild Hunter stores.”

Mandy reached down to help the young bard up.
“You’ll be all right?” he asked Erin.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Just tell
Folkstaff I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Will do,” Mandy said.

He rode off after his brother. Erin sat quietly as
she watched them go.

“You made the right choice, sending Alex away,”
Daniel said, interrupting the silence. “He’s not cut out for this
anymore.”

“Don’t sell him short,” Erin said. “He’s got a lot
more talent than you think. He may even become a Veller Hunter.”
She laughed. “Besides, he has an influence over Emara, who has
influence over the Tower. Folkstaff is going to need the mystic’s
support if he’s starting up a new academy.”

“I suppose,” Daniel said. “So, now what?”

“So now, you’re going to tell me what the hell is
going on? Where is Kile?”

“I’m not sure I…”

“Don’t play me for a fool, Daniel. Grim is here,
Vesper is here. The horses, the birds, the squirrels… the skunks,
that horse, what’s going on?”

“Well, I… I can’t really…”

Kile moved alongside Daniel and started pulling on
the hem of his shirt with her teeth. Not exactly the most dignified
approach, but it got his attention.

“What do you want?” he asked, and it dawned on him.
“Oh, yeah right.”

Reaching into his shirt, he pulled out a rolled-up
beige cloth and held it out to the horse, who picked it up with her
mouth before walking off into the woods. Ten minutes later, Kile
stepped out of the woods wearing a wrinkled old beige dress. Her
hair was a tangled mess and she had no shoes. She was definitely
living up to the Wild Hunter title.

-Oh man, you’re ugly again,- Grim commented on
seeing her.

She looked over at the mountain pony. “That’s enough
out of you,” she warned him before turning to Erin. “I’m sorry
about the deception. I told Daniel not to tell anyone.”

“Although I had a feeling, I couldn’t believe it,”
Erin said. “How is this even possible?”

“It’s a long story, one that I don’t even believe,”
Kile said, pulling herself up onto Grim’s back. She was finding it
hard to get comfortable on the mountain pony, what with wearing a
dress. Riding sidesaddle was out of the question since she didn’t
have a saddle. In the end, she was forced to sit on his back with
her legs crossed.

“So, how long have you been able to… turn into a
horse?” Erin asked.

“Not since the island and not only a horse,” she
answered.

“Does anyone else know?”

“No, only you and Daniel, and of course Grim and
Vesper. It’s not exactly something I want everyone knowing.”

“You realize you still owe Alex a story,” Daniel
reminded her.

“Yeah, I know,” Kile said. “But he’s not the only
one I owe.” She hauled off and punched Daniel in the arm as hard as
she could.

Daniel cursed. “What the hell was that for?”

“For pulling my hair, damn it,” she said, riding
away from him.

Erin shook her head while she and Fort followed Kile
up the road.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Kile sat in silence, with her eyes closed, lost in
her own thoughts, while Grim plodded along the road with no real
destination. In many ways, it felt right, like old times, when all
she had to worry about was delivering the mail. Now, things were
chaotic. Those leisurely days of casually wandering through the
forest were a distant memory. So much had happened since then. Time
played a cruel trick on her. It led her to believe it was never
ending, and now she sensed it was running out. What would happen
when there was no more? Was this why she was here? Was this her
final destiny? She never believed in fate—people made their own—but
when she started to string the events of her life together, they
all pointed in the same direction: toward the Maligar.

“So, what’s the plan?” Erin asked.

“Pants,” Kile said without opening her eyes. If
there was one thing she’d learned from the chaos, it was to break
it down into manageable parts. Taking it all on at one time,
especially without pants, would be impractical.

“I’m sorry?”

“Pants. I need pants. I am not going to ride into
the wastelands without pants.”

“I think we can figure something out,” Erin said,
stifling a laugh. “There’s a small village, not far from here. I
should be able to barter for some supplies.”

“We don’t have much to barter with,” Daniel
remarked.

“What about the pouch of coins you’ve been carrying
around?” Kile asked.

“What pouch?”

“Please, the currency of the realm has a distinct
odor.”

“Are you saying you can… never mind.” Daniel reached
into his shirt and pulled out a small leather pouch. He held it in
his hand for a moment, weighing the contents before reluctantly
passing it off to Erin.

“I’ll try not to spend it all in one place,” she
said. “There’s a river up ahead. Follow it upstream to where it
forks in two. I’ll meet you there.”

“Be careful,” Kile warned her. “Grey said we might
have a script with our name on it floating around out there. I’m
willing to believe you have more than one.”

“I’ll be all right. I haven’t survived this long by
being careless.”

“I’m sorry, didn’t you just get yourself
captured?”

“Maybe it was all by design,” Erin said, turning
Fort away from the road and galloping off across the field.

-One down, one to go,- Grim said while he continued
his ambling pace down the road.

“She’s coming back,” Kile assured him.

“Well, yeah, I hope so. I mean, that was the plan.
Wasn’t it?” Daniel asked.

“What? Yes, of course, I was just… oh never mind.
Let’s get to the river.”

Daniel rode up alongside her. “May I ask you
something?”

“As long as it has nothing to do with being a
horse.”

He laughed. “No. I don’t think I want to know about
that. It was awkward enough if you know what I mean.”

“Albatross,” Kile said.

“What?”

“Albatross, wasn’t that what you were going to ask?
How did I get off the island? Well, I took the form of an
albatross.”

“Well, no, that’s not what I was going to ask.”

“Then what is it?”

“It was about my coin purse. I was wondering if you
actually smelled it.”

Kile opened her eyes and slowly turned to look at
him. “Are you kidding me? That’s what you wanted to know? If I
could smell your money?”

“Well… yeah. I was just…”

“Oh, please. No, I can’t.”

“Then how did you know I had any?”

“Because I know you, Danny. You were flaunting it
before we even left for the island.”

“I wasn’t flaunting—”

“Oh, yes you were. You paid for the damage Grim did
to the stables. You offered to pay for rooms at the inn. For
someone who used to complain about being broke, you seemed to have
come into a windfall.”

“Well… business was good.”

“You’re paid by the Guild, like I am, and the only
time I ever saw that much in my pay was when I had the run-in with
the Minotaur.”

“Yeah, well, it’s…”

“Then, of course, you were paid when you came back
from the island, and I’m sure it was a sizable amount.”

“Well, yeah, I suppose.”

“And you were chatting up that young woman in the
market. I know you wouldn’t have been as bold if your pockets were
empty.”

“What? No… I… I wasn’t chatting up anybody. I was…
um… you know, giving her directions.”

“Giving her direction? Is that the story you’re
sticking with?”

“For now.”

Kile laughed. “Look, Danny. It’s okay. You should
find yourself someone and settle down. Get away from the Hunters
and lead a normal life. I know if I had your talent, that’s what I
would do.”

“It’s not like I haven’t thought about it,” he
said.

“Seriously? Anybody I know?”

“Not that.” Daniel blushed. “I mean, I’ve been
considering my time with the Hunters.”

“Well, I’m not surprised. The Guild is falling apart
around our ears. If you don’t pick a side, you’re likely to get run
over.”

“It’s just that I might have a job lined up.”

Kile looked at him. “Really.” She smiled. “That’s
great, Danny. At least someone is going to make something of
themselves. Well, besides Alex. So, what is it? What will you be
doing? Well, I mean, I know what you’ll be doing. It’s must be
something in the medical field, right?”

“Oh, yeah, yeah, it’s still in the medical area. I
mean, you have to play to your strengths,” he said with a nervous
laugh and added, “don’t you?”

“So, what is it? Come on, out with it.”

“I… I don’t want to say right now. You know. I don’t
want to jinx it or anything.”

“Since when have you been superstitious?”

“I just… don’t want to take any chances, okay?”

“Well, suit yourself, but I hope it still means I
get free medical treatment.”

“Of course. I think the only reason you have me
around is to keep you in one piece.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


It wasn’t long before they found the river Erin told
them about, although it wasn’t hard to find. The road they were on
crossed over it by way of an old stone bridge. It wasn’t terribly
wide, nor was it deep, but it was a river. Leaving the road, they
traveled along the bank until they reached the point where it was
divided in two by a narrow strip of land.

“This is where Erin told us to wait,” Kile said,
trying to dismount. As soon as her feet hit the ground, her legs
gave out from under her. She flopped down on her backside and heard
Grim laughing.

“You all right?” Daniel asked, jumping down from his
horse.

“Yeah, I’m fine. My legs are a little numb from
riding that way. I’ll be okay in a minute as soon as I get some
feeling back.”

“Well, don’t do that again. You scared the life out
of me.”

“Why? Did you think I was having one of my
episodes?” She laughed.

“You never know.”

“Please, Danny. I’ve been feral free since my stay
at the Tower.”

“Still, be careful.” He surveyed the clearing. “Are
you sure we’re in the right place?”

“This is where the river divides in two,” Kile said,
carefully getting to her feet. Her right leg was doing fine. Her
left leg, however, was still numb. She hopped over to where Grim
was eating grass and leaned up against the mountain pony.

“What’s the name of this river?” Daniel asked.

Kile was stomping her foot, trying to get the
circulation going.

“How should I know?” she said. “Unlike on a map,
rivers don’t have their names spelled out along one side.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said with that same
nervous laughter. “That would be kinda weird, wouldn’t it?”

“Anything wrong, Danny? You seem… uneasy.”

“What? No, I’m fine.” He looked around the clearing
again. “I… uh… I got to go find a tree.”

-He’s acting a little squirrely, if you ask me,-
Grim said as he watched Daniel disappear into the woods.

“Yeah, I know. That’s what’s been bothering me.”

-What, you think he’s up to something?-

“I don’t know. He’s not acting like himself.”

-Maybe he feels bad about leaving you on the
island.-

“Yeah, I guess, except he’s been acting that way
since we met up outside the Tower.”

Kile hobbled over to a large rock that jutted out
into the river. Sitting down, she stuck her feet into the cold
water and lay back on the warm stone. Staring up at the sky, she
watched a flock of birds fly overhead. There was a time when she
would have yearned to fly with them. Now, not so much. Although she
still wanted to fly, she needed more practice. Closing her eyes and
falling into her Edge, she let her consciousness stretch out over
the valley.

The warm summer days were upon them, and the natural
world was alive. The smell of fresh grass and wet earth was carried
on a warm southern breeze. There was a hint of moisture in the air,
which made it all the more bearable, but she wasn’t the only one
who was enjoying the evening. She could sense a herd of deer
drinking from the river farther upstream and a couple of foxes
hunting in the tall grass on the far bank. A groundhog feasted on
some thistle plants not far from where she lay, and a couple of
chipmunks eavesdropped on someone’s conversation. Kile tried to
hone in on the chipmunks. The only vir she could sense in the
general vicinity was Daniel, but who would he be talking to? She
didn’t make the connection in time and he was already on his way
back to the clearing.

When he stepped out of the woods, Kile thought he
looked a little guilty. The only question was, what was he guilty
of?

“Everything all right?” she asked.

“What? Oh, yeah, no problem.”

“So, you found your tree.”

“Yeah, yeah, there’s… a lot of them to choose
from.”

“I guess that’s why they call it a forest.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

Sitting up, Kile turned to look at him. “Are you
sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”

“I don’t know. You seem a little out of sorts.”

“Well, it’s not every day I have Hunters hunting
me.”

“Yeah, I suppose not,” Kile said, lying back down on
the stone. “I guess I got used to it.”

Daniel paced. She tried to ignore him, but it wasn’t
easy.

“So, how long do we have to wait here?” he suddenly
asked.

“Oh, not too much longer, I shouldn’t think. If I’m
not mistaken, that’s Erin now.”

“Where? I don’t see anyone.”

He stood in the clearing reacting to anything that
moved or made a sound. Even the chipmunk, which ran across a fallen
branch and ducked into a hole, startled him. Was he really that on
edge about being hunted? It was possible, she thought. Although he
graduated from the Academy, he was never cut out for the wild.
Working in the Hospital made him too soft.

“Will you calm down?” she told him. “She’s still
about ten or fifteen minutes out.”

Reaching out to Fort, it wasn’t long before Kile
connected with the horse. He and Erin were running flat-out across
the field, toward the river, but they were not alone. She missed it
the first time because she wasn’t looking, but there was a second
rider. They were still too far away for her to get any clear
information. All she knew was the second rider was a man on a mare
named Linthoria, which was more information than anyone else could
have gathered from that distance, but it still didn’t help. Her
first impression was that Erin and Fort were being chased, but she
sensed no urgency in the horse. As they got closer, it became clear
they were running side by side.

She was going to tell Daniel, but he seemed nervous
enough without the extra information. She kept tabs on the riders
until they reached the river and headed upstream. It was only when
they passed the bridge, Kile realized who the second rider was.
Breaking the connection with Fort, she jumped down from the
rock.

“What is it?” Daniel asked.

“Company,” she said.

Erin and Fort came up the river first, followed by a
man on the back of a light bay mare. He was a tall, dark man with
short cropped black hair and a neatly trimmed beard, traditional of
the Hunters of old. Slipping off the horse with ease, he dropped
down beside Linthoria but held back until Erin dismounted.

“You,” Kile exclaimed. “I have a bone to pick with
you!” She marched across the field toward him.

Erin quickly stepped between them. “Wait, Kile, you
don’t understand. He’s with me. This is Master Arron Duncan.”

“Oh, I know who he is,” Kile said.

Duncan laughed. “Well met, Hunter Veller. It is good
to see you again.”

“Don’t give me that. What’s the idea of naming a
group of Hunters after me?”

“Look, I’m sorry about that, but in my defense, I
did believe you were dead.”

“Not good enough. And what’s this talk about my
teachings? I haven’t taught anybody anything.”

“That’s not entirely true.” He held up a finger.
“You have taught me more than you know. You are one of the few who
understands what it means to be a Hunter.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’ve been watching you for a while. Since your
entry examination. From the moment you came to the aid of a fellow
student in need when everyone else turned away, I knew you were
something special. The fact you didn’t resort to physical violence
but instead used a taka fruit to resolve the conflict was
inspirational. You were also the only student in the history of the
exam to complete the final test.”

“I nearly destroyed the Tower,” Kile said.

“Yes… there was that, but you still completed the
test.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I take it you’ve met before?” Erin asked.

Kile looked at Erin and back at Duncan. “She doesn’t
know?”

“No. Why would she?” he said.

“Don’t you think you should tell her?”

“Tell me what?” Erin asked.

Duncan looked at Kile and shrugged.

“Fine, whatever.” She threw her hands up and turned
her back on him. Right now, she had more important things on her
mind. “Did you happen to find me some pants?” she asked Erin.

“Oh, yes, here.” Erin handed Kile a small bundle of
clothing. “I also got you a pair of boots,” she added.

Kile took the footwear, and for one brief moment,
she wasn’t sure what to do with them. Walking around in bare feet
was so natural, she no longer worried about it. Taking the clothing
and the boots, Kile thanked Erin and headed over to where Grim was
waiting. Using the mountain pony as a screen, she changed on his
other side.

“So, what are you not telling me?” Erin asked
Duncan.

“It’s nothing important,” he answered
dismissively.

“Tell her already, or I will,” Kile called over.

“What possible purpose could it serve?” Duncan
asked.

Kile stepped out from behind Grim. She was now
wearing an old, yet rather comfortable grey shirt and a pair of
heavy brown work pants. It was a far cry from the first outfit Erin
had gotten her, but it was better than the dress. She was still
carrying the boots.

“You need allies to rebuild the Hunters,” she told
Duncan. “How can you have allies if you don’t have trust?”

Duncan was about to reply but must have thought
better of it. He slowly nodded his head. “And you say you’ve never
taught anyone anything,” he said with a mischievous grin. “Very
well, if you insist.”

Without saying another word, he started to change.
He shrunk about two inches, his skin grew lighter, and his hair
grew longer. His facial features distorted and his nose got smaller
while his eyes grew bigger. Before they realized what was
happening, Duncan was gone, and in his place was…

“Master Latherby?” Erin exclaimed in disbelief.

Kile sighed and shook her head. “Wonderful,” she
said. “You didn’t have to freak her out—you could have simply told
her.”

“Yeah, I suppose that might have been better,”
Mathew said.

“Yah think?”

“How is this even possible?” Daniel asked. He had
been so quiet, off to the side, Kile forgot he was there.”

“It’s his Edge,” she explained.

“I’ve never seen an Edge like that.”

“He’s another miscellaneous. We’re everywhere,
didn’t you know?”

“Sir,” Erin said, taking a cautious step toward him.
She was having a hard time believing what she was seeing. “I… I
thought you were…”

“Dead,” he said. “Not quite. I’m sorry for the
deception, Erin. I had to keep a low profile. The Terrabin Hunters
were hounding me. Guild Master Parker would not let me retire so
easily.”

“He’s also Colonel Barshed,” Kile added.

“Colonel Barshed?” Erin looked between the two of
them.

Mathew sighed. “Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“Well, now that we got that out of the way”—Kile
opened one of Erin’s packs—“did you happen to find any food in the
village, or am I going to have to forage for something?”

“No, I mean, yeah, here.” Erin handed her a
different pack.

Kile opened it to find it stuffed with an assortment
of fruit, bread, and cheese. It wasn’t the neatest packing job, but
at the moment, she didn’t care. She was starving. The last meal she
had was at the palace, right before she turned into a hawk. Pulling
out a few apples for Grim and some dodgy-looking carrots for her
and Vesper, she decided to let them continue their discussion
without her.

“So who are you really?” Erin asked.

Then again, Kile thought, what’s the rush? The
conversation was just starting to get interesting. Why didn’t she
ever think to ask him that question?

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” Mathew said,
removing his cloak. He looked even more like a vagabond now that
his clothes were too big for him. Duncan was heavier and taller
than Mathew.

“Okay, how long have you been doing this?” Erin
asked.

“For a very long time,” he said slowly. “I suppose
it all started with Moran Leafler, I mean, that was the first true
persona I kept up for any given period of time. Before that, it was
simply a disguise I would don every so often, but Leafler was the
first.”

“Moran Leafler, as in the first Hunter?” Daniel
asked.

“Very good. It’s nice to know the history of the
Hunters was not completely forgotten. The truth is, I became Moran
because I found the vir trusted the vir more than they trusted the
Alva. You see, when we started out, we were only a small group of
thrill seekers. We wanted adventure. We wanted to see the world,
but we found out too soon that seeking thrills doesn’t pay well.
That’s when we formed the Hunters and hired ourselves out. We never
considered how successful we’d become. However, as an Alva, I
didn’t age as fast as my friends, so when they started slowing
down, I found myself working alone. I started looking around,
seeking new companions, but nobody wanted to work with an Alva, and
that’s when Moran was born. As Moran Leafler, it was easier to
revive the Hunters, but it was never the same. The new Hunters
seemed only interested in money, power, and prestige, but for me,
it was all about helping those in need. That’s when I decided to
start my own school. I wanted to find kids with potential, so I
could teach them what it meant to be a Hunter.

“It was great at first, but soon my age became a
problem again. I couldn’t reveal myself as an Alva, and I couldn’t
stay a Moran forever, so Moran had to go. It was easier back then
because I could simply hand the school over to myself. One
headmaster would step down to be replaced by another. Nobody
questioned it. The school grew, and the Guild was created, and I
named myself the first Guild Master. It was becoming harder and
harder to keep up the ruse. There were even a few years I lost
control of the Academy and had to fight to get it back. To tell you
the truth, I’m not even sure how many personas I’ve used over the
years.”

“So, you’re one of the Alva?” Erin asked.

“I’m afraid so,” he said.

“Oh, please, what’s so great about the Alva?” Kile
interrupted. “One tried to kill me and there’s another trying to
wreak havoc on the kingdom, or have you forgotten?”

Mathew sighed. “So it’s true,” he said. “I feared as
much.”

“Then you knew?”

“No, not really. I mean, I know what my kind are
capable of, but I never thought they would try to bring back the
blight that destroyed Kalistar.”

Kile laughed. “If only,” she said. “It’s not a
blight they brought back from the island, it’s the Maligar, and
it’s alive.”

“That’s ridiculous, Kile,” Daniel said, waving her
off. “We didn’t bring back anything alive. Only that crystal, that
Heart of Nilak thing.”

“That thing is Nilak, and he was an Orceen,” Kile
tried to explain. “What you brought back was… I don’t know… some
manifestation of his madness.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Possible or not, we have to find it and stop it or
at least stop the Alva from releasing it.”

“But where do we look?” Mathew asked.

Daniel gave a casual shrug. “The wastelands,” he
said. “That’s where they were supposed to take it.”

“That’s what Roland said, as well,” Kile added.
“They were taking the Heart into the wastelands to defeat the
valrik.”

“Seems like a waste of time to me, since we haven’t
had any problems with the valrik since the end of autumn,” Erin
said.

“Are you sure?”

“They’ve been quiet. At least we’ve had no problems
with them on the southern front.”

“Intel from the Veller Hunters has it that a squad
entered the wastelands through Denal, right before the spring,”
Mathew said.

“What squad?” Erin asked.

“No one knows. They flew no banner, nor did they
wear any insignia.”

“What? Like a secret squad?”

“Quite possible.”

“More like a squad of Terrabin Hunters,” Kile
suggested.

“Quite probably,” Mathew agreed. “Anyway, regardless
of what the Terrabin Hunters are doing, we should eat and get a
good night’s sleep. We have a long road ahead of us.”

Kile took her apples and her carrots over to where
Grim was waiting at the riverside. The mountain pony looked up when
she approached.

-So, what’s the plan?- he asked.

“The plan is, be ready to leave.”

-Sneaking out again are we?-

“Let’s just say, it’s for the best. I don’t like
what I’m thinking right now.” She held out the apple for him. Grim
took it in one bite.

-Hey, it suits me fine. Ditch the deadweight,- he
told her.

“It’s just that—”

-Heads up, you’ve got company.-

Kile turned to see Daniel walking toward her. He was
holding a blanket.

“Erin picked up a few of these as well since we
don’t have much in the way of supplies,” he said, handing it to
her. “I thought you might be able to use one. It still gets kind of
cold at night.”

“Thanks.”

“Not a problem.” He started to walk away but stopped
and hesitated for a moment as if trying to think of what to say.
“Look, Kile. I don’t think you have to worry too much about this
Heart of Nilak thing.”

“And why is that?” she asked him

“Well, the way Elmac spoke about it, it’s going to
bring peace to the kingdom.”

“Peace to the kingdom,” she echoed. The words hung
there between them for a while. Weren’t those the same words Grey
used to justify the Terrabin Hunters? “And how is it supposed to do
that?”

“Beats me.” Daniel shrugged. “That’s a bit out of my
area, but I trust Elmac. He knows what he’s doing.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure he does,” Kile said. “By the
way, why didn’t you go with them?”

“What, you mean back into the wastelands? Not a
chance. Besides, they didn’t need me. I’d be in the way.”

“But they needed you for the expedition,” she
reminded him.

“Well, I guess things changed,” he said.

The only thing that changed, between the journey to
Shenataesi and the journey into the wastelands, was Kile was no
longer part of the company. Could it be she was right and the only
reason they needed Daniel in the first place was to keep an eye on
her?

“You know, I never asked about your trip back from
the island. How did you survive the stormwall?”

“There wasn’t any.”

“What do you mean, there wasn’t any? Are you saying
there wasn’t a storm?”

“No, no storm. It must have blown out or something,”
he said with another one of his casual shrugs. “Well, I’ll… be over
there if you need me.”

Kile waited until Daniel walked away before dropping
the blanket. She turned to the mountain pony but wasn’t looking at
him.

“This is all my fault,” she said.

-What are you talking about?-

“All of this. It’s all my fault. Don’t you see? The
stormwall was natural, it was part of the wards to keep Nilak on
the island or to keep others away, and I brought it down.”

-What? Now you’re a weather witch?-

“When I spoke to the box, I felt it break. I didn’t
know what it was at the time, but I must have calmed the storm.
Don’t you see? It’s all because of me. I was the one who got them
through the stormwall. I was the one who showed them the way to the
island. I was the one who went down into the pit to bring back the
Heart. I was the one who opened the box and released the Maligar,
and now it would seem I’m responsible for their path home. If it
wasn’t for me, none of this would have happened.”

-Boo-hoo.-

“What?”

-Boo-hoo. Cry me a river.-

“Thank you for your compassion.”

-Oh, come on, child. Did you, at any time, know what
this Heart of Nilak was?-

“That’s not the point. I—”

-Did you at any time know what it was?-

“Grim, I”—

-Did you?”

“Yes,” she shouted. “Yes, okay? You happy? I knew,
or at least I think I knew. I knew something was wrong, I knew it
should have been left alone.”

-You were doing what you were told.-

“And that makes it right? Don’t you see? I knew it
was wrong. I could have stopped it at any time. I should have let
the storm sink the ship, or I should have told them I couldn’t find
the box or the box wasn’t there. I could have told them I didn’t
know how to open it or simply refused, but I didn’t. I went along
with it.”

-So, why did you?-

“Because I thought they knew better than me. Because
it’s what they wanted me to do.”

-Because you wanted to be useful?-

Kile stared at the mountain pony. Her eyes flashed
yellow. “Don’t you dare bring my father into this,” she warned
him.

-There she is,- Grim said.

“What?”

-You finished with the pity party? If you feel
responsible, do something about it, but sitting here whining, isn’t
going to solve anything.-

“You’re right.” She sighed. “I’m sorry.”

-Of course I’m right. I’m always right. Now, who is
the Wild Hunter?-

“What?”

-Who is the Wild Hunter?-

“Come on, Grim.”

-Who is the Wild Hunter?-

“I am, all right?”

-Then say it.-

“I’m not going to say it.”

-Come on. Say it. Who is the Wild Hunter?-

“I am the Wild Hunter.”

-What? That was weak. Come on, say it like you mean
it. Who is the Wild Hunter?-

“I am the Wild Hunter,” Kile shouted then regretted
it when she turned around and saw the others staring at her.

-You are so easy.- Grim laughed.

“If I could get my hand around your neck, I would
strangle you right now,” she whispered.

-You know you love me.-

 


 


~~~***~~~

 


 


She found herself standing in the middle of a
forest. The canopy was so dense it blocked out the sun, casting the
world in a murky green twilight. Even her feet were hidden beneath
the thick undergrowth. She was drowning in a sea of vegetation. No
matter which way she looked, she could see no clear path through
the forest. She was lost.

“Hello, anyone there?” she called out.

-Help me,- came the reply.

At first, the voice was so soft, she wasn’t sure if
she’d heard it.

“Hello,” she called out again, held her breath, and
waited.

-Help me.-

It sounded far away, but at least now she had a
direction. Slowly wading her way through the thick leaves, she
started moving toward the sounds of the voice. With each step she
took, the plants around her withered and died. Stopping, she looked
back at the trail of destruction she created. The ground was
parched and barren, the vegetation decayed.

-Help me,- the voice cried out again.

Kile hesitated, fearing to move. With each step she
took, she brought death to the forest, and yet there was someone in
need. Reaching up, she pushed a low-hanging branch out of the way.
As soon as her fingers touched it, it withered and turned to
dust.

-Help me.-

Taking a deep breath, she ran. She was hoping that
maybe if she could get through the forest fast enough and didn’t
prolong her stay, the destruction she created would lessen. Sadly,
that was not the case. The faster she ran, the more the death
fanned out. What once started as a three-foot-wide strip of decay
was now ten feet wide, twenty feet wide. The faster she ran the
wider the devastation.

“Stop it,” she screamed, but it was no use. It was
too late. The forest died before her eyes. She watched as the last
of the trees withered and crumbled to dust only to be blown away by
a stale wind. What had once been a lush green forest was now barren
desert.

-Help me.-

She turned as the black wolf casually walked up
behind her.

-Thank you, for helping me.- He laughed.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


She could still hear the laughter even after she
woke up. It echoed in her head, staying with her long after the
visions of the wolf faded. Sitting up, Kile brushed the hair from
her eyes. It was still dark; dawn was still a few hours away. She
looked over to where the others slept. Three bundles around a
dwindling fire. They were cold and she was sweating. Getting to her
feet, she made her way to the river’s edge. Kneeling down, she
splashed cold water on her face.

-Can’t sleep?- Grim asked.

“It’s nothing.”

-If you say so.-

Kile turned to look at him. It was difficult to read
a mountain pony, but she felt he knew what she saw. “We’re going,”
she told him as she rolled up her blanket.

-Should we wake the others?-

“No, they’ll be fine,” she answered without
hesitation.

Tying the blanket to Grim’s harness, she climbed
onto the mountain pony’s back and tapped Vesper to wake him up. The
yarrow had taken to sleeping on the pony’s head.

-Breakfast?- he asked.

“I’m afraid not,” she said. “At least not yet.”

-Where to?- Grim asked.

“West, I suppose. We have to find Nilak.”

-West it is,- the pony said, starting off into the
forest.

Kile looked back at the three figures around the
failing fire. They’ll be all right, she told herself. The animals
will watch over them until morning, and Mathew will lead them to
Wooddale. Erin can start her new life as a Veller Hunter, although
she should have told Mathew to change the name. Anything was better
than Veller. There should be a spare Hunter or two to take Daniel
back to Littenbeck or wherever his new job was. Whatever she
thought of him at the moment, she silently wished him luck.

“Sneaking off in the middle of the night. That’s a
little predictable, isn’t it?” Duncan asked when he emerged from
the forest on his light bay mare.

“Sir? How? What are you doing here?”

“Please, Kile. I’ve been a Hunter longer than… well,
let’s just say, I’ve been a Hunter for a long time. You think
you’re the first one of my students to ever feel responsible for
something they had no control over? I knew you were going to leave,
probably before you did.”

“Don’t try to stop me, sir.”

“I have no intentions of trying to stop you. I’m
coming with you. I figured you might need a little help,” Duncan
said as he rode alongside her.

“But Erin…”

“She’ll be fine. I’ve told her to take Daniel to
Wooddale.”

“She knew I was leaving?”

“We talked about it when you were arguing with your
horse. I said you would try to ditch us. She wanted to come along,
but I told her I’d watch out for you. Besides, she’s needed in
Wooddale if we want to get those Veller Hunters up and
running.”

“Yeah, about that name.”

“Not growing on you yet, huh?”

“Not quite.”

“Okay, I’ll work on it. Maybe we can have some kind
of contest, you know, when we get back to Wooddale. The best name
wins… I don’t know, an all-expense paid weekend at Baxter’s Bay.
What do you think?”

“Yeah… yeah, when we get back to Wooddale.” Kile
answered, but she already knew she was never going to Wooddale.
“So, what’s with the Duncan face?”

“Oh, yeah. Well, you see, Mathew is supposed to be
gone, probably for the better. His time has come, and besides, all
my new clothes fit me as Duncan.”

“So, just like that, you can leave one life behind
to start another?”

“When you’ve done it as many times as I have, it
gets surprisingly easy.”

It must be wonderful, she thought, to shed her skin
and become someone new. To leave behind her old life and start
over.

“If you don’t mind me asking, sir. What do you
actually look like?”

Duncan stroked his chin, a mannerism that was common
for both Mathew and Colonel Barshed.

“You know, I don’t remember anymore,” he said with a
chuckle. “I suppose I looked a lot like Luke, the mild-mannered
stable hand, but a little more Alva if you know what I mean.”

“Mild mannered? You were always gruff and kind of
ornery, if I remember right.”

“Yeah, well, look what I had to deal with. I had you
for a student.”

“Why did you choose me, sir?”

“Because I knew. I knew you were one of the good
ones. Remember? I told you the first day we met or at least the
first day you met me as Latherby.”

“You also said I’d have my painting hanging in the
Great Hall.”

“There’s still time.”

“I don’t think the Terrabin Hunters would go for
something like that.”

“Oh, I see. You think they own the Academy.”

Kile gave him a curious look. “Don’t they?”

“I’ve played out this scenario before. The Guild
doesn’t own the Academy. It’s owned by an Edward Miller. In time,
one of his representatives will come forward to reclaim the land
and give it to the Veller Hunters, or whatever we’re calling them
at the time.”

“So, you are also Edward Miller?”

“No.” Duncan shook his head. “Edward Miller was…
well, it’s a long story.”

Kile was amazed. This man, who she once thought was
a few sandwiches shy of a picnic, had schemes within schemes. He
didn’t leave anything to chance.

“May I ask you something, Miss Veller?”

“I suppose,” Kile said cautiously.

“Why were you so eager to leave Erin and Daniel
behind?”

Kile thought about it for a moment and shrugged.
“Because I think I’m being followed.”

“I see, and should we be worried?”

“No, I don’t think so. Not yet.”

“And why not?”

“Because I think I know who’s following me. I just
hope I’m wrong.”
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They traveled all day, mostly in silence unless
Duncan was telling one of his stories. He seemed to have an endless
supply. If only Alex could tap into the old Hunter’s repertoire, he
would be set for life. Most of the tales were about the early days
when cities like Azintar and Littenbeck were simply little towns
struggling to survive and the forests were wild and dangerous. He
spoke about his adventures and the people he met and the friends he
lost, but it was only when he talked about Risa Ta’re, Kile
listened. He didn’t say much about her, only mentioning her in a
story or two, but when he did, it was with a deep sense of loss. It
was almost as if he went out of his way to avoid any stories about
the Alva. Kile wanted to tell him about meeting her in Fthak’thun,
but she didn’t have the heart. Besides, she wasn’t sure if any of
it was even real.

Kile called a stop when they reached a large
clearing in the middle of the forest.

“We should probably camp here for the night,” she
said after dismounting.

Duncan groaned while straightening his back. “I’m
getting too old for this,” he mumbled while surveying the
surroundings. “So, is this honestly where you want to spend the
night?”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“It’s a little out in the open for me. I feel like
I’m on display.”

“That’s the whole point,” Kile said.

Duncan was the easiest person she’d ever traveled
with. He was competent, he was skilled, and he simply went along
with anything she suggested. Although he questioned some of her
choices, it was not to challenge them—it was simply out of
curiosity.

Pulling his pack off Linthoria, he let it drop to
the ground before rummaging inside.

“Are we starting a fire?” he asked.

“If you want.”

“In my day, they were essential. They kept the wild
animals at bay,” he said, clearing a space for the fire. “We also
used to keep to the roads and the paths. Traveling through the
forest was too dangerous. You never knew if you’d run into a
bear.”

Kile rolled out her blanket and sat down. “That’s
what I’m hoping for, sir.”

She closed her eyes and fell into her Edge.

“Why do I have a feeling you’re setting a trap and
we’re the bait.”

She grinned. “Because you’ve been a Hunter for a
long time.”

A couple of branches and a few of drops of liquid
kindling later, Duncan had a fire burning. Searching through his
pack again, he pulled out a small metal pot and filled it with
water from one of the canteens.

“I hope you’re in the mood for road stew.” He
started to cut up a few vegetables.

“What is road stew?” Kile asked.

“Oh, so you can hear me when you zone out.” Duncan
laughed. “Don’t worry. It’s not as bad as it sounds. It’s something
we used to do back in the day. As you travel along, when you see
anything on the side of the road, you pick it up and stick it in
your pouch. At the end of the day, it all goes into the pot.”

“That sounds disgusting.”

“I’m not talking about dead animals or anything.
Fruits, vegetables, herbs, things of that nature.”

“Oh. Well, okay, it doesn’t sound too bad.”

“Why? What do you usually eat when you’re out in the
wild?”

Kile shrugged. “Usually whatever the locals
recommend.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Duncan mumbled,
adding more twigs and leaves to the pot. “Wait until you taste
this.”

Waiting wasn’t a problem since she wasn’t hungry, or
maybe she was too apprehensive. Closing her eyes again and falling
into her Edge, she sent her consciousness out into the forest. She
needed to play this one carefully, otherwise, it could all go
terribly wrong. The world came alive and she reached out to it. It
recognized and accepted her. It was the only place that ever did.
She called to it and it answered. She asked it and it agreed. She
knew where every living thing was in the forest, what was supposed
to be there, and more importantly, what wasn’t.

“Bowls,” Duncan announced after rummaging through
his pack again. “Bowls are an essential piece of camping equipment.
I learned that pretty quickly. Ever have six people sitting around
a campfire, sharing stew from a single pot? It’s not fun.” He
dipped a small wooden bowl into the pot and scooped out a serving
of stew, handing it to Kile.

“You have another one of those bowls?” she
asked.

“I carry a set of four. Why?”

“I thought Carter might be hungry.”

Without saying a word, Duncan scooped out another
serving of stew and held it out to the vacant spot on the other
side of the campfire. He didn’t even flinch when unseen hands
accepted it.

“When did you figure out I was here,” Carter asked
as he slowly shimmered into existence.

It was nearly a year since she’d seen him last, but
he hadn’t changed much. His hair was shorter now, cut in the same
military fashion Master Boraro often sported. He also had the
beginnings of a little beard, which was so popular among the
Terrabin Hunters. Probably the same style Terrabin D’al wore back
in his day.

“You’ve been following us for the better part of two
days,” Kile said, taking a sip of her stew. It was actually pretty
good.

“Really.” Carter set his own bowl aside.

She couldn’t tell if he was surprised or annoyed
she’d detected him.

“I tried to explain to you before. Your Edge doesn’t
work on me.”

“Why didn’t you say anything sooner?” he asked.

“It wasn’t the right place or the right time.”

“And now is?”

“I think so.”

Carter laughed. “I don’t know if I’d say this is the
most advantageous place you could have picked. Right here, out in
the open. It’s not exactly a defendable position. You didn’t leave
yourself an escape route. I thought you were Master Adams’s prized
student.”

“Who said I wanted to escape?”

“So, what? You’re challenging me?”

“Sorry,” Kile said, setting her empty bowl down. “No
weapons.”

“Then you’re surrendering?”

“I didn’t say that either. Besides, what good would
that do? Do you think your new Guild Council would go any easier on
me than the old one did?”

“Things have changed, Kile. You would be a great
asset to the Hunters.”

“Oh, yeah, I’m sure. They’d only want me so they
could keep an eye on me or keep me around long enough until I
suffer an unfortunate accident. No, I don’t think so. Besides, my
Hunter days are over.”

“You’re retiring?”

“I think so. After this last mission.”

“And what mission is that?”

“To stop Elmac and the Terrabin Hunters from making
a huge mistake.”

“Mistake?”

“They’re planning to release the Maligar back into
the world, but they can’t control it. If they succeed, it could
destroy everything.”

Kile watched Carter’s expression. He had no idea
what she was talking about. It didn’t surprise her. Carter was
always the good tin soldier. He never questioned orders. They wound
him up and pointed him in the direction they wanted him to go, and
in this case, he was pointed at her. Was he here to find out what
she knew, try to talk some sense into her, or stop her?

“I could use your help,” she added. “Help me stop
this before it’s too late.”

“And I’m supposed to believe you?” He laughed. “Come
on, Kile. The last time we saw each other, you weren’t exactly all
there. You were jumping at shadows and seeing things. You even ran
off to hide in the Tower for four months. Who even knows what they
did to you in there.”

“You’re right,” she said. “So why would you even
want me to join the Terrabin Hunters?”

Carter shrugged. “Because I’m afraid it’s your only
choice.”

“And if I say no?”

“Do you really want to try me?” he asked while his
fingers lightly caressed the pommel of his sword.

Kile grinned. “You know I’m not going to fight
you.”

“That makes it easier.”

“She may not want to, but it doesn’t mean I don’t,”
Duncan said, getting to his feet. Carter turned on the older Hunter
and reached for his sword. As much as Kile wanted to see if Duncan
could still handle himself, she knew it was pointless.

“Sir, please, sit down. Nobody is going to fight
today. Carter, go back to the Guild and tell them you extended your
invitation, but I had to decline.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“Can’t? Or won’t?”

“I have to tell you, Ki. I didn’t come alone.”

“Oh, I knew that,” she said, much to Carter’s
annoyance. “There are seven other invisible Hunters, and they have
the clearing surrounded. What do you call yourselves, the unseen
squad?”

“It’s not a joke, Kile.”

“Oh, I’m well aware of that.”

“So, you’ll surrender?”

Kile paused for a moment and shook her head. “No, I
don’t think so. Not today. I have too many things to do.”

“You’re leaving me no choice.”

“Oh, but I am. I am giving you a choice. I’m giving
you the opportunity to walk away.”

“Or what?” he asked.

Kile sighed. “You never understood, did you? Think
about it. Where are we right now? This is a forest. A living,
breathing forest, and it will protect me. Look up.”

Carter hesitated before cautiously looking toward
the sky. At first, he didn’t see anything, until a silent dark
form, no bigger than his fist, flew past. It was followed by
another, and then a third.

“Bats,” Kile explained after seeing his look of
confusion.

“Bats? So what. I’m not afraid of bats.”

“I used to be, but not anymore, and neither should
you. They’re harmless. But they have this incredible ability. It’s
like seeing without actually seeing, and right now, they are
showing me the exact location of each one of your men, and if I
know where all your men are, so does the forest.”

The blood slowly drained from Carter’s face when the
forest started howling.

“That’s right,” Kile said. “This clearing is also
surrounded by wolves. It’s only a matter of time before they know
where each of your men are hiding, and once they do, they will hunt
them down. If I were you, I would head south, back to the road.
You’ll find a clear path that way. Choose any other direction, try
to go deeper into the forest, try to follow us, and the wolves will
be the least of your problems. We’re heading farther north, into
bear territory. So, in case you haven’t figured it out, this is the
choice I am giving you. Leave now and live. Attack me and… well, I
don’t think much of your odds.”

“This isn’t over, Kile.”

“It is today, Carter. I’m not scared anymore. Not of
you, not of the Guild. Go back, explain to them why you failed.
Tell them what happen here. Let them know that if they come for me,
I will turn nature against them. There will be no place they can
run, no place they can hide where I won’t be able to find them. I
will tear their world down around them.”

Carter hesitated for a moment. Kile could tell he
was weighing his choices. For a moment, she thought he was going to
call her bluff. The problem was, she wasn’t bluffing. Even now, the
woods were filling up with more wolves than seven men could
possibly handle. If her old friend attacked her, if he even reached
for his sword, there was no way he was coming out of this alive.
All she could do was hope he made the right choice.

Carter reached into his shirt and Kile braced
herself when he pulled out a… rock. Okay, that wasn’t what she
expected.

“Break if off. Return to base,” he told the
rock.

Kile looked over at Duncan, who shrugged.

“Repeat, sir,” the rock said.

“I said, break it off, return to base.”

“Yes, sir.”

Slipping the rock back into his shirt, Carter got up
and stepped back from the fire. “I’m sorry it had to turn out this
way.”

“So am I,” Kile said. “Who’s behind this, Carter?
Who’s controlling the Terrabin Hunters?”

He grinned. “Come on, Kile. You know I can’t tell
you that. That’s one of the fundamental rules of the Hunter’s
Code.” He faded from sight. “You never reveal who you’re working
for.”

Duncan reached for his sword, but Kile held up her
hand to stop him. Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge. After a
few minutes, she waved for him to sit down.

“They’re gone, or at least they’re going. Some of
the wolves will follow them back to the road.”

Duncan exhaled. “I may have been around for a while,
and I’ve seen some scary-ass things, but that was definitely the
scariest,” he told her as he flopped back down beside the fire.

“What are you talking about? I had everything under
control. They were never going to attack us.”

“I wasn’t scared of them.”
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It was two more days before they reached the edge of
the wastelands. Kile never thought she’d look on the vast stretch
of barren desert again, but fate kept drawing her here. Some people
go their whole lives without seeing it. Her mother never even knew
it existed, and yet Kile had not only seen it but had the
misfortune of walking through it, twice. Now she was standing on
the edge, ready to enter it for a third time. However, she’d
changed since her last journey through the dead world. Originally,
she viewed the desert as natural, harsh but natural. Now she knew
it was anything but. A whole desert created by the ignorance of the
Alva and the madness of a tortured Orceen. Who could have thought
something like this was even possible? And yet, if she couldn’t
stop the Maligar, it would happen again.

There were no signs posted to warn people they were
entering the wastelands. There was no need. A physical difference
existed between the two worlds, like night and day. It was almost
as if someone dragged a knife down the center of the world and
scraped anything living from one side. It even affected the air, if
that was possible. They passed from the humid summer breezes of Aru
to the stale, dry winds of the wastelands.

As dead as the world seemed, Kile knew it was
deceiving. There was still life, even in the wastelands. Hidden and
hard to see, but it was there. From the sand foxes to the vultures.
From the Ogre to the Uhyre, they somehow turned death into
life.

Duncan walked his light bay mare out on the plains
and turned her around. “There doesn’t seem to be too much
activity.”

“There never was,” Kile said. “Haven’t you been here
before?”

“Not for a very long time.”

“What did you expect to see?” she asked.

“Valrik, if nothing else. I mean, for a kingdom to
have a war, they need an enemy or two.”

“I’m afraid you’re not going to find your enemies
here,” Kile said. “From what I’ve seen, the valrik and the Ogre
want no part of the vir or the Alva.”

“I guess you can’t blame them, but it does lead to a
lopsided battle. Who have we been fighting these past few months?”
he asked.

“If there’s one lesson I learned from my short time
in the military, it’s easy to fake an enemy. Nobody knows what
anyone else is doing. A few well-placed reports and there can be
battles in all the places you’re not.”

“Well, that’s a pessimistic thought,” Duncan said.
“So, do we wait until our tail catches up to us, or do we push
on?”

“When did you realize we were still being followed?”
she asked.

“I’d like to say two days ago, but the truth is I
didn’t know. I figured, since you kept closing your eyes every
couple of miles, you must have been checking on something. Besides,
Terrabin or not, they’re still Hunters, and it’s the responsibility
of all Hunters to gather as much information as possible before
returning.”

“Well, I don’t know what information he managed to
get, but he stopped following sometime last night.”

Duncan shrugged. “I suppose it would have been more
difficult to follow us out here without being spotted.” He looked
out over the desert. “Now that we’re here, where do we go?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Kile answered and
urged Grim forward. The mountain pony slowly plodded his way across
the cracked earth.

“And what did you come up with?” Duncan asked.

“That’s just it. When I think I’ve solved the
puzzle, there’s always a few pieces missing. I mean, why send the
Heart of Nilak west into the wastelands?”

“To defeat the valrik, who aren’t here,” Duncan
said. “But the king didn’t know that, did he? And he also wanted to
bring Kalistar back to its former glory.”

“Somehow I don’t think bringing Kalistar back was on
his agenda, but you’re right. He wouldn’t have known about the
Heart, or at least he didn’t when I spoke to him about it. But the
Alva knew. They knew the Heart of Nilak couldn’t do what they said
it could do, so why would they help bring it here? If Galan wanted
to destroy the kingdom, what better place than Azintar to release
it?”

Duncan scratched his beard. “Maybe he couldn’t,” he
said. “Maybe they learned what he was planning and stopped him
before he could carry it out.”

“And that’s where the pieces are missing. If Galan
tried to release the Maligar in Azintar and they stopped him,
Roland would have known what the Heart was. After that, there would
be no reason to send it into the wastelands. That means Galan
didn’t have a chance to release it, or Azintar was never his
original target.”

“All right,” Duncan said. “Let’s go with the theory
that Galan wasn’t caught. We know he didn’t carry out his plan in
Azintar, so he’s forced to follow the original plan. Bring the
Heart to the wastelands and use it against our enemies. So, where
would be the most practical place to release that thing?”

Kile thought for a moment, and it came to her. The
target was obvious. “The Keep.”

“What Keep?”

“Ravenshadow’s Keep. When they brought me to the
wastelands two years ago, they held me in an old Keep with Emara. I
never saw what it looked like since I was locked in the dungeon,
but I remember one of the rooms. It was a large hall with old
banners hanging from the rafters and all these coats of arms…”

“Burmstone,” Duncan exclaimed, nodding his head.
“It’s an ancient place. It was old when I was young. I’ve only ever
been inside it once. It was considered cursed by the Alva.”

“Do you think you can find it again?” Kile
asked.

“Can’t you? You were there more recently than I
was.”

“I have no idea where it is. Emara and I got turned
around inside the halls and ended up on the roof, where she did her
little mystic-arts thing. The next thing I knew, we’re standing in
the middle of the wastelands. It could be right around the corner
or leagues from here.”

“I don’t believe it was that far away from the
border, but the place has changed a bit since I was here last. All
I can remember is it was in the middle of the forest alongside a
river. Since there aren’t any forests or rivers anymore, it doesn’t
help. Don’t you have any idea where it could be?”

“I wasn’t exactly in the right frame of mind at the
time,” Kile said. “I can barely remember what happened, let alone
where it happened. I do remember seeing mountains, but they were
far away.”

“So, we’re looking for a keep, hidden in a forest,
which no longer exists, beside a river, which is long dried up,
within sight of the mountains, which are far away. That shouldn’t
be too hard to find. I figure it should only take us a decade or
so.”

“Actually, there may be a quicker way.” Kile pointed
to a raven, who was sitting in a dead tree, watching them
closely.

“Friend of yours?” Duncan asked.

“Not quite,” she said. “Let’s say an old
acquaintance.”

Turning Grim to the old tree, Kile rode up to the
raven. “Hello, Bakara. It’s been awhile.”

-Indeed it has,- the old raven said. -He is waiting
for you.-

“Is he now? Should I be worried?”

-He knew you would come.-

“Then what are you waiting for? Lead us to him.”

-I was waiting until you finished your conversation
with the Alva. I did not wish to be rude.-

Kile looked back to where Duncan was waiting. “You
knew he was an Alva?”

-Of course. Didn’t you?-

“Well, yes, but… never mind. Take us to
Burmstone.”

-As you wish.-

When Bakara took flight, he was joined by a few of
his kin before he flew north, across the barren desert.

“That way,” Kile said, pointing Grim toward the
ravens.

“Are you sure they know where they’re going?” Duncan
asked as he came alongside her.

“It would seem we are expected.”

“By who?”

“Ravenshadow.”

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Burmstone wasn’t nearly as far away from the border
as Kile originally thought, which meant when Emara helped her
escape, she actually zapped them deeper into the wastelands. It
shouldn’t have come as a surprise. The mystic had a terrible sense
of direction.

As they came up over the ridge, they found the old
stone keep nestled in the valley, alongside a dried-out riverbed.
It had seen better days and was in worse shape than Kile
remembered. The whole west wall had crumbled in on itself, leaving
the interior exposed. The east side faired a bit better, but two of
the towers were sheared off and now lay, still intact, on the
cracked earth.

“That damage is recent,” Duncan said, pointing to
the scorch marks along the front wall. “This place was attacked,
and not too long ago.”

“We should see if anyone is still around,” Kile
said.

It wasn’t until they got closer, they saw the true
carnage of war. The bodies of the valrik lay strewn across the
landscape. A few showed signs of battle, brought down by a stroke
of a sword or the shaft of an arrow. Most were either burned or
buried beneath stone, torn from the walls of the keep. The battle
looked one-sided, with the valrik on the receiving end.

“This was not done by ordinary soldiers,” Duncan
said as he rode among the dead. “Mystics played a part in
this.”

“Or Hunters,” Kile replied. “You said it yourself. A
squad of Hunters entered the wastelands not too long ago.”

“Hunters couldn’t… wouldn’t do this.”

“Not your Hunters, no, but Terrabin Hunters would.
They are forming an army, and this is just the beginning.”

Grim stepped cautiously over the bodies of the
fallen, as well as what looked like the front gate, which was torn
from its frame and thrown across the field. The attack must have
been quick, as many of the valrik didn’t appear to be armed, and
their position suggested they may have been trying to flee the
battle.

-It would seem we have a welcoming party,- the
mountain pony warned her as they approached the entrance to the
Burmstone.

Beneath the crumbling archway, a few valrik
waited.

“Is this wise?” Duncan asked.

“Does it matter anymore?” Kile said, slipping off
Grim’s back. She approached the valrik, who cautiously stepped
aside. They showed no signs of aggression and wielded no weapons.
There was no fight left in them if there was any to begin with.
Bakara flew overhead and through the gates, up to the main baily.
Kile followed, leading Grim. Duncan was only a few steps
behind.

The destruction was complete. No place was left
untouched by the invaders. Every door was destroyed, every room
burned, whether it was occupied or not.

“This is not what the Hunters were meant to be,”
Duncan said in disbelief.

“But it is what they became,” Kile said.

“You blame me for this, don’t you?”

She turned and looked at him.

“No, not completely, although you watched it happen.
You saw how they were changing, you saw what the Academy was doing,
the lessons they were teaching, and you did nothing to stop
it.”

“What could I have done?”

Kile shook her head and continued walking.

“Maybe nothing,” she said. “Vir will be vir as Alva
will be Alva. It seems neither one of you can be trusted.”

When she reached the main doors, Kile ducked under a
few fallen timbers to gain access. Leaving Grim behind, she
followed Bakara into the main hall. It was the same room she had
seen before, from the balcony above her head. It hadn’t changed
much. It wasn’t in the best condition back then, with all the
ruined tables and chairs thrown up against one wall and the
tattered banners hanging from the rafters. Even the ravens had
returned. They looked down at her when she entered.

Across the room, on a dais, were the remains of an
old throne. On the throne, lay a discarded pile of black cloth. At
least it looked that way until it moved.

“I knew you would return,” he whispered, and
although his voice was soft, it carried in the empty chamber.

Kile held her distance. It would serve no purpose to
get any closer.

“You’re dying,” she told him.

She could already smell the Lasting. It filled the
room and waited. Whether it was allowing him these last final
moments to speak, or he had some means of keeping it at bay, it
wouldn’t be long before it took him.

Ravenshadow tried to sit up, but the effort was too
much for him. He only slipped farther down on the throne. To Kile’s
surprised, he laughed.

“It is an odd turn of events, isn’t it?” he
whispered. “We played the game, and in winning, we both lost. I
never thought he would go through with it. I underestimated
him.”

“Who? Who did you underestimate?” she asked, but he
wasn’t listening, or if he was, he didn’t understand.

“None of it matters anymore. It’s over. I tried, but
I wasn’t strong enough. It knew me too well. It knew my secrets, my
fears, and now it is almost free. It played me. It told me things,
showed me things. It always knew what I wanted, what I desired. I
was a fool. Ignorant in my ambitions. From the day it came to me
when it whispered to me from the shadows of my bedroom, I couldn’t
turn away from it. The black arms reaching out to me, pulling me
in. I couldn’t fight it, I didn’t. I didn’t want to. In the end, I
let it take me. I thought it needed me. I thought I was doing the
right thing, but now… now I know it was all a lie. My only regret
is that I didn’t know you sooner.”

“Who sooner? Me?”

“You, Kile. It played me. It mocked me, but it fears
you.”

“The Maligar?”

Ravenshadow’s hand gripped the arms of the throne as
he used the last of his strength to rise to his feet. He wasn’t as
tall or as ominous as he once appeared. A small fragment of
darkness, abandoned by the night.

“He hid you from me. I did not see your potential,
and that was my failing. I thought what I was doing was for the
good of all, and now it has him.”

“Where? Where is the Maligar? Jonland?”

“Jonland?” he laughed. “Jonland died in that
accursed cell.”

“Where is the Maligar?”

“It’s not here. It never was. It did not come west.
It headed east.”

“East? Why east?”

He didn’t answer and started laughing. It was loud,
and echoed off the walls, driving the ravens from the rafters. The
sound sent a chill down Kile’s spine. She had heard that laughter
before, she had heard it too many times, but it didn’t last long.
It was suddenly cut short as Ravenshadow crumbled to the
ground.

She made a move toward him, but Duncan stopped
her.

“Hold on,” he said, drawing his sword. He cautiously
approached and poked at the cloth with the tip of his blade, but
there was nothing there. The robes were empty.

“Well, that’s a bit disturbing?” he said, stepping
away from it.

Kneeling down beside the black cloth, Kile peeled
away the layers to find the body of a raven. She gently picked it
up and held it in her hands.

“Go to Fthak’thun, you are free now,” she whispered
before carefully setting him down on the throne.

She stood and turned to leave.

“Whoa, wait a moment,” Duncan said, grabbing her
arm. “What was all that about? What happened?”

“We were lied to. They never brought the Heart of
Nilak here. They headed east, instead.”

“Funny enough, I understood that part, but what
about the rest.”

“You heard him. Nothing else matters.”

“But who was he?”

“His name was Jonland Waltair, and he was an Orceen,
like me, but he surrendered to the madness of Nilak. I can’t
imagine how many years he fought against it. It must have come to
him at night in his bedroom when he was only a child.”

“But that’s impossible. Nilak was on
Shenataesi.”

“No, the Heart was on Shenataesi. Nilak was in
Fthak’thun. It must have come to him in his dreams when he was
vulnerable like it did with me. My guess is once they locked him in
Blackmoore, he gave up fighting. He had nothing else to live for.
He was alone. That’s when he gave himself to the darkness, to the
Maligar.” Kile turned and looked at the raven’s lifeless body.
“That could have easily been me,” she added.

“No, it couldn’t, because you would never have given
up.”

“How do you know?” she exclaimed, pulling away from
him. “You don’t have any idea what that thing is, what it can do,
what it can promise. Do you know how many times I wanted to? How
many times I thought about it. How easy it would be to fall asleep
in the darkness, to let myself go? How inviting, how tempting it
was? If it wasn’t for Risa, I would have given in a long time
ago.”

“Risa?”

“She’s in Fthak’thun, waiting.”

“No, that can’t be. Risa’s dead.”

“I know,” Kile said. “In this reality, yes, but in
Fthak’thun, she still exists.”

Kile left Duncan in the throne room as she exited
the hall to where Grim and Vesper were waiting for her.

-So, where are we going now?- the mountain pony
asked.

“I don’t know,” Kile answered. “Ravenshadow said the
Heart went east, but what’s east?”

-Balaa?-

“Why would they take the Heart to Balaa? It makes no
sense.”

-Sense is something you’re going to have to figure
out later if you still want to stop them.-

“We’ve been going in the wrong direction for the
last four days. We’ve wasted too much time. How can we even hope to
catch them now?”

“We have to try,” Duncan said when he exited the
hall behind her.

Kile turned to face him. “I’m sorry. I meant to tell
you about Risa before. I just… didn’t know how.”

“It’s fine,” he said, forcing himself to smile. “I
should have known she was too stubborn to rest in peace. If she’s
in Fthak’thun, as you say, she’s trying to help.”

“I don’t know how much help she can give us now,”
Kile said. “I think we’re on the verge of losing this race.”

“There is no shame in losing, only in not
trying.”

“Somehow, I don’t think clichés are going to help.
If only—”

A shooting pain erupted in Kile’s head, dropping her
to her knees. The inside of her head was on fire. Every sound,
every sight, every smell overwhelmed her. All her senses had
suddenly turned against her. Her world was crashing down around her
and she was spiraling out of control. The darkness was upon her and
in that darkness, she heard the laughter. It grew louder until it
was all around her, drowning out every other sound, even the sound
of her own screaming.

She was only vaguely aware of Duncan calling her
name, but she couldn’t answer him. Even Grim, whose voice had often
penetrated the darkness to find her, was drowned out by the
laughter, but one voice did get through.

-Get up, child. Control yourself.-

It was loud, louder than the laughter, and the
darkness was replaced by a blinding green light.

-Now is not the time to give up, for either of
us.-

“I can’t.”

-You damn well can,- he shouted, and everything went
silent.

For a moment she felt as if she was nowhere,
floating in nothing. Did she actually die this time?

“Kile?”

So much for eternal sleep, she thought as she slowly
opened her eyes. She was shaking, sweating, and her head still
throbbed, but at least she could focus.

“Kile, you all right?” Duncan knelt down over
her.

All right might be too optimistic at this point, she
thought. Functioning was probably closer to the mark. She looked up
at him, and he stumbled back, falling to the floor.

“What?” she asked, pushing herself off the ground.
She had the taste of salt in her mouth, and her legs trembled when
she tried to get to her feet. Duncan was still staring at her from
the floor.

“What?” she asked again.

“Your eyes. They’re… green,” he stammered.

“My eyes have always been green,” she said, making
her way to Grim. Digging through her pack, she found her canteen
and tried to wash the taste out of her mouth.

-It’s him again, isn’t it?- Grim asked.

“What are you talking about?”

-Umingoth.-

“What?”

-Show her, furball.-

Vesper sat on Grim’s head and she saw what the
yarrow saw. Her eyes weren’t merely green, they were two glowing
emerald orbs. It had happened once before when she connected with
the drake, but it had only lasted for a moment or two. This seemed
more permanent.

“They look better than yellow,” she commented.

-Never trust a dragon,- Grim said.

“What’s going on here?” Duncan asked.

“The Maligar is free.”

“Are you sure?”

“I felt it. They released it somewhere east of
here.”

“How far?”

“Far enough. I think it might be somewhere in the
Shia Province.”

“Why there?”

“I don’t know,” Kile answered. She feared it had
something to do with Riverport, but why would they attack her
hometown? Were they trying to get back at her in some way? Even
though her brother still lived there, it wasn’t like she had any
connections to the place. It had to be something more, something
bigger. She was just missing the pieces.

“So, next stop, Shia Province,” Duncan said,
grabbing the reins of his light bay mare. The horse seemed nervous,
but he managed to calm her down.

“We can’t,” Kile said. “It will only get worse the
closer we get.”

“What are you talking about? What will get
worse?”

“The corruptions, the disease, the madness, whatever
you want to call it. The Maligar is infecting the natural world,
turning it against itself as well as anything that stands in its
way. It’s already affecting Linthoria, and we’re leagues away from
it.”

“It doesn’t seem to be affecting Grim.”

“Probably not,” Kile said. “He and Vesper have been
with me for a long time. Just as I take a part of them when I
connect, they take a part of me. It’s possible they have more
resistance against the Maligar, but I don’t know how much and I
don’t want to find out.”

“So, how do we get there?”

“There may be someone who can help.” Kile pulled
herself onto Grim’s back. “You remember where the stone city is?”
she asked the mountain pony.

-I don’t like where this is going,- he said.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Kile wasn’t surprised to see the old stone city had
not been spared the onslaught of the Terrabin Hunters. It was razed
to the ground. If she thought they had done a thorough job on
Burmstone, it was nothing compared to what they did here. There was
nothing left, not a single building remained standing.

As they made their way through the deserted streets,
Kile couldn’t help but think how pointless it all was. Thousands of
valrik made this their home. Now there were none left to defend it.
Their bodies dragged to the center of the city and left for the
carrion birds. There were those who called the valrik savages.
Would they think differently, if they saw this?

Duncan rode quietly alongside her, and although the
Alva said nothing, his silence spoke volumes. He originally told
her the Veller Hunters would not interfere with the activities of
Terrabin Hunters, that they would go on as they were always meant
to. Now, seeing the look on his face, Kile wondered if the reality
of the wastelands changed his mind. How could the Veller Hunters
not clash with the Terrabin Hunters? Their ideologies were so
different.

It wasn’t until they passed through the city and
were within sight of the mine entrances, Kile spotted something she
had not seen among the rest of the carnage. A vir dressed in the
green uniform of a Terrabin Hunter. He seemed so out of place,
sitting up against the remains of a stone wall, she wondered if he
was waiting for someone or simply dead. Turning Grim toward him,
she wanted to take a closer look. The Hunter gave no sign he
noticed them, and it wasn’t until the mountain pony snorted at him,
that he moved. He fell facefirst into the dirt.

Duncan quickly dismounted and knelt beside the
fallen vir. Lifting the man’s arm gently, he let it fall back to
the ground.

“He’s dead,” the Alva said, overstating the obvious.
It was clear there was no life left in the body. “Whatever threw
him against that wall did it with such force that he’s… well… he’s
powder.”

“And you don’t find this a little odd?” Kile
asked.

“Why should I? You’ve seen what they’ve done to this
place. It looks as if the valrik didn’t give up without a
fight.”

“Well, I doubt if it was a valrik that did that to
him, but that’s not what I mean.”

“Then what do you mean?”

“Simply, him being here. I assumed the Hunters took
their wounded and dead with them when they left. Why leave him
behind? We haven’t seen any others.”

-I wouldn’t say that,- Grim said, nodding his head
toward the mine entrance. -Looks like there’s another one right
over there.-

The second Hunter was difficult to see from where
Kile sat. It was probably because he’d been stomped into the
ground. It wasn’t until Grim got closer that she saw his remains.
The whole body was flattened and lay nearly twelve inches below the
surface in an indention that resembled a large footprint. There was
no doubt in her mind who was responsible for the death of both
these Hunters.

“Come on,” Kile said, urging Grim forward. “I don’t
think these will be the only ones we find.”

Sure enough, before they reached the mine entrances,
they passed seven more bodies or at least seven they could
identify. There were a few piles of blackened ashes scattered
around that could have easily been the remains of a few more.

-Seems the vir aren’t as indestructible as they want
to believe,- Grim said, carelessly walking through one of the ash
piles, even though Kile tried to steer him around it.

“You know what did this?” Duncan asked.

“I’m afraid so,” she said. “They should have let him
be, but I guess the draw of the last class A open script was even
too much for the Terrabin Hunters to pass up.”

Dismounting, she stood before the mine
entrances.

“Stay here with the horses,” she told Duncan. “I
think it would be best if I speak with him alone.”

She didn’t wait to hear his protest and simply
walked into the cave. The tunnels were cold and dark, but not too
dark for her newly acquired vision. The green hue of her eyes
carried over to her sight, and everything appeared bathed with a
soft green light. It made traveling the twists and turns of the old
mine easier.

When she reached Umingoth’s outer nursery, she was
finally able to realize the full devastation brought by Ravenshadow
on the dragon. The first time she witnessed the destruction when it
was lit by a single lantern didn’t do it justice. Now, with the
dragon’s vision, she could clearly see everything. It wasn’t a
single clutch of eggs the Uhyre smashed, but thousands of them. The
shattered remains of the shells were scattered throughout the
cavern. An entire species wiped out in a single act. Now, there was
only one egg left, and it was in the care of Sugorim until the time
of dragon’s death, when Kile would become its mother.

Passing through the only other exit, she entered
Umingoth’s lair, where she found him in the darkest corner,
surrounded by the remains of the Terrabin Hunters. It would appear
none of them made it back home, and although the dragon survived
his encounter, he did not come out of it unscathed.

-So, you have returned, Orceen,- he whispered. His
voice was not nearly as loud or as powerful as it had once been. As
much as Kile didn’t want to believe it, Umingoth was dying.

The dragon laughed. -Do you mourn for me, child? To
think a vir, even an Orceen, would mourn the death of one of my
kind.-

“What happened here?” she asked, although the answer
was obvious.

-It is a story not worth the telling. Let us say
they came, and they died,- he said casually, shifting his weight.
She could feel his pain.

-I must be getting slow in my old age. It should not
have been that hard.-

“They were Terrabin Hunters,” she explained.

Umingoth cocked his head to one side as he looked at
her and grinned. -Were they now? Strange. They didn’t taste any
different.-

“You’re hurt.”

-There is nothing you can do for me now. It’s as I
said before. A dragon knows when they are going to die. They might
not know the hour or the means of their death, but they know when
it is coming. They can smell it in the air, feel it in their bones.
My time is close, this I know. Do you remember our agreement?-

“I do.”

-When I am gone, and the seasons have changed, my
eggs… my egg will hatch, and she will be the last of my kind here
on your world. None of my kin are left, not in your reality. There
is no one who can come for her, no one who can raise her. It is up
to you, Kile Veller.-

“I understand.”

-Good,- the dragon said, closing his eyes and taking
a deep breath.

-Then let’s get the hell out of here.-

“What?”

-You need to destroy the abomination that is, at
this very moment, growing in the east. The vir cannot keep it
contained for long, and I cannot have the last of my kind growing
up in a world that is void of life.-

Umingoth slowly drew himself up to his full
height.

-You cannot make it there without me. The closer you
get to it, the more it will affect you. Already, nature is turning
against itself.-

“But you’re hurt.”

-Yes, yes, and I am dying too, and I will be dead
whether I leave this hole or not. Think about it, Orceen, what
better way to go out, than in a blaze of glory. Let the world see
they have not driven my kind from this reality yet.-

Umingoth turned and, gripping the wall, climbed up
the side of the cavern toward the exit that only he knew about.
Kile quickly ran back through the twists and turns of the tunnels
until she reached the exit. Duncan leaped to his feet and drew his
sword when she came running out.

“What is it, what happened?” he asked.

“Stay back, stay behind me,” she told him, running
out onto the flats.

Umingoth came in low around the side of the
mountain, passing over them once as he circled the stone city. Kile
shielded her eyes from the sandstorm his wings created. If he was
near death a moment ago, he did not look it now. This was a dragon
of the old stories. This was a dragon of legend. He landed with a
certain amount of grace on the plains of the wastelands.

“So, he still lives,” Duncan said, carefully
approaching.

Kile quickly stepped between them. “Aaron Duncan, I
wish you to meet Umingoth, the drake of the flatlands and the last
of the class A open scripts. Umingoth. This is Certified Level One
Hunter, Aaron Duncan, Guild Master of the new Veller Hunters.”

She still hated that name.

Umingoth eyed Duncan suspiciously and lowered his
head to examine him more closely. Kile was afraid the dragon was
going to eat the Hunter in one bite. It wouldn’t have been the
first time he had done it.

“I remember you, Alva. You traveled by the name of…
Leafler, yes, I do remember you,” Umingoth said with a malicious
smile.

It did not look promising.

“Your friend here tried to kill me once. It might
have been twice, although you looked much different back then,
Alva.”

“Kile, what is the meaning of this?” Duncan
asked.

“Umingoth has agreed to take me to the Maligar.”

“Are you insane?”

“Probably, but I trust him.”

“Trust him? It’s a dragon—you can’t trust a
dragon.”

“There is no time for this, Duncan. I need to get to
the Maligar and try to end this now before it goes too far.”

“But, Kile—”

“Enough. I will go with Umingoth. We will find the
Maligar and stop this, I hope. You must go to Wooddale. Rally the
Hunters. They’ll be needed in the Shia Province.”

“You’re right, of course,” Duncan said. “Just be
careful.”

“Why start now?” Kile asked.

She approached Grim, who was eyeing the dragon
suspiciously. When she got closer, Vesper leaped from the mountain
pony’s head to Kile’s shoulder, but she carefully removed him and
placed him back on Grim’s head.

-Go with Kile?- he asked.

“Not this time, Vesper,” she told the yarrow. “It’s
will be too dangerous. The Maligar, it’s poisoning nature, and I
don’t want you caught up in it. Grim, I need you to come by the
long road again. I’m not sure how this is going to turn out, but
I’ll try to meet you.”

-We will find you, Kile. Do not worry about us,-
Grim said.

She wished she didn’t have to leave them behind.
“Keep each other safe, okay?” She wrapped her arms around the
pony’s nose. “I love you both. You’re the only family I have.”

-Oh, lay off the mushy stuff, will ya? Go kick this
thing’s ass so we can get back to doing nothing.-

Stepping back, she wiped her eye on the sleeve of
her shirt and smiled. “Always the charmer, aren’t you?”

-Come on, Orceen. I won’t be alive much longer,-
Umingoth shouted in her head. If anything, the dragon sounded as if
he was regaining his strength.

Kile turned to Duncan. “Take care. If I don’t see
you again…”

“You’ll see me again,” he assured her.

She forced a smile. “Then can you at least tell Erin
I’m sorry I tried to ditch her?”

“I think she’ll understand.”

“And let Alex know I’m sorry I never had the chance
to tell him how I made it off the island. I did kind of tell
Daniel, so he’ll find out eventually, and I’m sure his version will
be much more entertaining than mine, and make sure he gets back to
Emara.”

“Of course I will.”

“Oh, and one more thing. If you happen to see Master
Boraro, stab him for me—six or seven times should do it. I was
going to put a bounty of fish on his head and send a few bears
after him, but I didn’t want to make trouble for the bears.”

“Consider it done.”

“Then I’m off,” Kile said as she walked toward the
dragon, who waited impatiently for her. Climbing up on his
outstretched leg, she made her way onto his back.

-Are we ready now?- he asked.

“I think so,” Kile said after settling in.

Umingoth stretched out his massive wings.

“Oh yeah, one more thing,” Kile called out. “Change
the name of the Hunters.”

“To what?” Duncan asked.

“I don’t know. Anything is better than Veller.”

“How about the—”

But she never heard what he said. Umingoth, the
drake of the flatlands, the last of the class A open scripts, took
to the air, one final time.
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There was no need for secrecy. There wasn’t enough
time. Already Kile could sense the rising malice of the Maligar
growing in the east. As it gained in strength, she could feel the
natural world crying out in pain. Umingoth flew low over the cities
and the provinces of the realm. He was not even trying to hide this
time. He likely didn’t care who saw him. For him, this was his last
voyage, his last chance at glory. It was one of those moments that
would be talked about for ages. Men would sit in the pub over a
pint of ale and reminisce about where they were when the last
dragon flew over the city.

They covered the miles in a matter of minutes. First
Denal, then Callor, then Azintar, and finally into the province of
Shia. Kile had come home again, but not in the manner she
expected.

It wasn’t difficult to find the Maligar. A thing she
had only seen in her insanity-induced visions had now manifested
itself into her reality. It was as if the dark of night was slowly
leaking into the light of day. A shadowy form with shapes, like a
mass of black maggots crawling across the landscape, devouring
everything in their path. It was spreading out, from a central
point and slowly covering the province of Shia. Kile could almost
hear it laughing as it took pleasure in the destruction it
caused.

Although she had no idea how to stop it, she knew
where she had to go. Into the heart of the beast, into the center
of the chaos. She wasn’t sure how she knew this or what she would
do when she got there. All she knew was she didn’t have much time,
and Umingoth must have known it as well. The dragon didn’t hesitate
and lined himself up with the growing Maligar.

As they flew toward the shadow’s edge, where the
darkness met the outside world, flashing lights were visible along
the perimeter. At first, Kile thought it was some reaction caused
by the land slowly decaying at the touch of the corruption, but
when they got closer, she saw something more heartening. Standing
before the spreading darkness were mystics, dressed in robes of
different colors. They must have emptied the Tower, since there
were hundreds of them, surrounding the Maligar, trying to keep it
contained. Kile wasn’t sure how successful they were, or whether
the magic was doing any good, but at least they were trying.

-Hold on.- Umingoth yelled before he suddenly banked
right.

The Maligar was aware of their arrival as it lashed
out with sticky black tendrils that erupted from the chaos. The
dragon almost became entangled and broke off his approach. Circling
back around, he came in higher this time, hovering over the
darkness, just out of its reach.

“Now what?” Kile asked. “I don’t think those mystics
can keep it contained for much longer.”

-We do what we came here to do,- Umingoth
answered.

She could feel the tension building in the dragon.
“What are you planning?”

-Hold on tight, Orceen. I’m going to get you in
there, but then I’m afraid… you’re on your own.-

“Umingoth, no,” she called out, but it was too late.
He had already started his final run. Straight toward the center of
the madness.

The old dragon was
quick, but not nearly quick enough. As he dove down toward the
darkness, the darkness reached out for him. Vomiting a column of
fire, he burned a path as he flew between the outstretched tendrils
of the Maligar. Kile took cover below the dragon’s head, shielding
herself from the flames. She could feel the intense heat wash over
her as Umingoth flew through the firestorm. Closing her eyes, she
braced herself but was nearly thrown when he was violently pulled
off course. She was barely holding on with one hand as the dragon
spun out of control. Turning into himself, Umingoth tried to burn
off the tendril that latched onto his wing, but before he could, a
second one wrapped itself around his neck, pulling his head back.
The dragon was defenseless. Kile held on tight while they were
pulled down into the darkness.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


There was no impact, no crash, no sudden stop at the
end, she was simply back on the ground when she opened her eyes. It
was only when she tried to get up, she realized something wasn’t
right.

-Dammit, I’m a rabbit again,- Kile said, looking
down at small white paws where her hands should be. This was
getting old fast, she thought while sitting back on her haunches.
Well, at least she was still in one piece, but what about Umingoth?
She looked around for the dragon, but there was no sign of him.
Surely he wouldn’t have abandoned her, not now, not after coming
all this way. He wouldn’t leave her here—wherever here was.

Nothing looked even remotely familiar.

The landscape was barren, the earth cracked and
dried. Twisted remains of decayed trees spotted the hillside and
the skies were black. Had she somehow fallen into Fthak’thun, or
was this what was left of Shia?

-Umingoth,- she called out to the dragon, but she
didn’t expect a reply. She could no longer feel his presence. Even
the green-hued vision she’d shared with him was gone. He did what
he promised to do, and that was to get her to the Maligar. For him,
there was nothing after that. He’d tried to tell her, but she
wouldn’t listen, didn’t want to believe it. The last of the class A
open scripts was now closed.

As much as Kile wanted to mourn his passing, there
wasn’t time. Already the Maligar was creeping across the province
of Shia. The mystics wouldn’t be able to stop it. Only she could.
Unfortunately, there was one small nagging detail that still
plagued her. She had absolutely no idea what to do. She hoped to
arrive in time to stop Boraro, Galan, Elmac, or whoever it was who
released it before they released it. She never considered she would
have to stop the Maligar itself.

Kile started hopping.

If there was one thing she learned about Fthak’thun,
it was never a good idea to stay in one place for too long.

How was one small
rabbit supposed to defeat something that could turn nature against
itself and could change the very fabric of reality? How could she
stop something that created a wasteland out of lush green forest or
distorted a dream world? She had no idea, and she had no one to
turn to. For the first time in her life, she was alone.

Kile paused for a moment to get her bearings. She
didn’t expect to find a signpost with a large arrow pointing her in
the right direction, but there had to be something out of place,
something that would tell her where to go. Sadly, all she saw was
death and decay. If this was the Shia Province, she’d already
failed. With no destination in mind, she headed for the hills. From
up there, she could see farther and maybe get a better idea of what
she was dealing with. Who knows, she might even find that
arrow.

As she made her way to higher ground, her progress
was slow. The hills seemed to move farther away with every passing
moment. Her small size and awkward means of locomotion weren’t
cutting it. Hopping was no way to travel. She tried picking up
speed, but the bobbing motion made it difficult to move in a
straight line, and she kept veering off course. How do rabbits do
it, she wondered? Slow and steady, that was her only choice. She
would get there, eventually. She had to keep moving, but time was
not on her side.

After a few moments of maintaining a steady pace and
keeping a relatively straight line, her rabbit ears picked up a
sound that sent a chill down her rabbit spine. The distant howl of
a wolf. There was no way there were any friendly wolves in this
place, and she already knew what she would find if she let it catch
up to her. Quickly scanning the horizon, she tried to figure out
which direction it was coming from, but it was no use. At first, it
sounded as if it was behind her, but when she started moving again,
the howling came from somewhere in front of her. She kept changing
direction, but no matter which way she went, she kept moving toward
it. She tried sniffing at the air, but it didn’t help. She couldn’t
see it, she couldn’t smell it. All she could do was hear it, which
made it rather difficult to find.

Since this one wolf was surrounding her, she had no
other choice but to follow her original course and hope for the
best. Turning her attention back to the hills, she started to run,
or hop in as straight a line as she could. It seemed to be working
since the howling wasn’t getting any louder, and in fact, sounded
as if she was leaving it behind. Until she nearly ran into its open
mouth.

The sudden
appearance of the wolf, directly in her path, caused her to pull up
sharp. Kile rolled over backward as he snapped at her. She was sure
she lost a bit of fluff from her tail before regaining her footing.
When she did, she found herself staring into the yellow eyes of the
black wolf, the same wolf she had confronted in the pit on
Shenataesi, the same wolf she had seen in her dreams.

He laughed.

She ran.

A destination meant nothing if she wasn’t around to
reach it.

She’d played this game with him before, and it
didn’t end well, but that was all in her head, or was it? She was
finding it difficult to distinguish between her reality and her
dreams. The last time it was the light of the tree that drove it
away, but since there were no glowing trees around, she was on her
own. Kile tried to put as much distance between her and the wolf,
but it seemed as if he was right behind her all the time until he
kept appearing in front of her.

He was running her in circles, toying with her—there
was no other explanation. She couldn’t keep this up for much
longer. She needed a place to stop and catch her breath, but the
environment didn’t leave her many options. That’s when she spotted
it, something in the distance. At first, she thought it was a
natural formation, a huge rock of some description, but as she got
closer, she realized it was an old farmhouse. Although it could
offer sanctuary, it also confirmed her fears. She wasn’t in
Fthak’thun.

There was no time to dwell on where she was or what
reality she was in. All she knew was she had to reach the house
before the wolf reached her. As it was, he tried to cut her off by
moving in front of her again. If she changed direction now, she
might never get back to the house. Abandoning her zigzagging
course, she headed straight for him. When he lowered his head and
opened his mouth in anticipation, she jumped on his snout, and
sprang over his back, landing hard in the dust behind him. It
didn’t take long to get her feet back under her, and when he turned
around, she was halfway to her goal.

As fast as she could run, the wolf could run faster.
There was no way she would make it to the front door before he
caught up to her, and so a change of plans was in order. She turned
her attention to the hedges. The old clumps of shrubbery were
pretty far gone, and there weren’t any leaves, so it couldn’t
provide any cover, but the dense bramble might offer her some
protection. Closing her eyes and bracing herself, she ran in
without slowing down. The pain of the dead branches, as they cut
into her side, was a small price to pay. She only stopped when she
knew she was far enough in. There was enough room for a rabbit, not
so much for a wolf. Kile watched as he circled the perimeter,
trying to reach her. She might have been safe, but she was also
trapped.

-Who are you?- she asked, but she already knew the
answer. -You’re Nilak, aren’t you?-

The wolf only laughed.

-Wonderful, and it
would appear you’re still quite mad.-

Nilak continued to circle the hedge, trying to find
an easy way in, but the bramble kept him at bay. Kile was sure,
once he lost his patience, a few dead branches wouldn’t be much of
an obstacle. She turned with him, keeping him in sight, maintaining
her distance, but always looking for an opening. He was going to
try something. She didn’t know what, but she wanted to be ready
when he did.

-I want to help you. Let me help you,- she pleaded
with him, but it didn’t appear he wanted or needed her help.

The wolf circled two more times before he stopped.
Kile braced herself. The house was off to the left. The door was
wide open. If she could make it inside, it should offer her better
protection, maybe even a place to hide. Unfortunately, the wolf
seemed to know what she was planning. He looked over his shoulder
at the house and back at her. It was almost like he was daring her
to make a run for it. Kile didn’t budge. The wolf grinned, if
wolves could grin, and his body twitched. He slowly backed away and
fell to the ground, shaking. This was unexpected. Kile carefully
moved to the edge of the shrub. This was either her best chance of
getting away, or it was a trap. She wouldn’t put it past Nilak to
use her humanity against her. The open door was so inviting. Could
she make it before he recovered? There was only one way to find
out. Kile cautiously hopped out from under the hedge and was about
to make a run for it, when the wolf twitched again. His legs grew
shorter, his nose, smaller, his tail, longer. He was changing from
a wolf into a fox. A fox that would be small enough to get under
the branches.

Kile quickly dove back under the hedge as the fox
leaped to its feet and lunged for her. She kicked him in the head
as she scrambled backward, trying to get through the dense bramble,
struggling to make her way to the opposite side. Once she reached
the edge, she was back in the open and had put some ground between
them before she realized she wasn’t being chased. The fox was
caught in the bramble. As he struggled to untangle himself, Kile
doubled back and ran for the open door of the farmhouse. Leaping
over the threshold, she slid across the kitchen floor and into the
side of a cabinet. Not one of her best entrances. Shaking off the
impact, she quickly looked around for a place to hide. It wouldn’t
take the fox long to free himself.

The kitchen was not unlike the one she grew up in,
with its polished stone floors and wooden countertops. There was
even a circular table, similar to the one her mother used to use to
prep the evening meals on. An archway led into the dining room;
another led into the sitting room. Except for the orientation, she
might as well be back home.

The old house
offered her many places to hide, but hiding from a fox wouldn’t be
easy. They had a keen sense of smell. It wouldn’t take him long to
sniff her out. Then what was she supposed to do, hide someplace
else? She couldn’t keep running. If she was going to find the
secret of the Maligar, she would have to take on Nilak, but not as
a rabbit. It was simply a matter of concentrating. She had to pick
the right animal. Something stronger, something faster.

When the fox entered the farmhouse, he was greeted
by… a yarrow.

Not quite what she had in mind.

Nilak wasn’t playing anymore. His time spent tangled
up in the hedge seemed to dampen his disposition. As he slowly
moved across the floor, he gradually changed from a fox into a cat.
As a yellow-eyed black cat, he stalked the yarrow.

Kile knew battling a cat as a yarrow wasn’t such a
good idea, so she ran. A narrow hole between the baseboard and a
cabinet offered her the only escape route. She barely pulled her
tail inside before the cat pounced. Nilak started scratching at the
hole, trying to widen it. When that didn’t work, he reached in with
one claw. Kile pressed herself up against the back of the hole as
the cat wildly swiped at the air. After a few tries with no
success, he pulled out his paw and peeked inside, his sickly yellow
eye filling the only exit.

An examination of her new surroundings proved it was
no better than the hedge. If anything, it was worse, there was only
one opening and it was occupied by the cat. If Vesper taught her
anything, it was there was always another hole, always another way
out. It was all a matter of seeing things through a yarrow’s point
of view. During their connections, he showed her many such exits.
Now she had to find one on her own.

The ceiling was low, the floor was dirty, and the
area was dark, but not completely dark. There was a small shaft of
light filling the far corner. It came from a narrow opening,
leading up through the base of the cabinet. Kile tried to get
closer, but when she moved, the cat’s eye disappeared from the exit
and was replaced by his slashing claw.

There was no way around it, she thought as she
pressed her back against the wall. She would have to give the cat
something else to occupy his time. When no other ideas coming to
mind, she bit him.

The sound Nilak
made was neither animal nor vir when he yanked his wounded paw
back. Kile scurried over to the far corner and tried to squeeze out
through the newly discover opening, but it wasn’t big enough. With
no other tools available, she gnawed at the wood. She couldn’t say
anything good about the taste, but at least she could widen the
hole enough to squeeze through. From there, she quietly navigated
through a series of pots and plates, climbing up higher through the
cabinet, where she found an open draw. Making her way out onto the
countertop, she silently approached the edge and looked down at
where Nilak was crouched on the floor. The cat was still guarding
the hole. For the moment, she had the element of surprise.

Backing away from the edge, she closed her eyes and
concentrated. What do cats fear? Well, everyone knew that: dogs.
This was her best chance to end this. Running to the edge of the
countertop, she jumped off and changed form in midfall.

A small sand-colored fox landed on Nilak’s back. The
cat screeched, whirled around and batted it across the kitchen
floor. Kile hit the far wall and scrambled back to her feet a bit
dazed.

Not quite the dog she had in mind. She was trying
for a Shinar Mastiff or even a Callor hound, something like the one
Nilak turned into. So much for the element of surprise. The chase
was back on.

The large black dog with yellow eyes chased the fox
throughout the house, knocking over chairs, tables, and anything
else that got in their way. No matter where Kile tried to go, Nilak
was right behind her. He wasn’t giving her a chance to hide or
change this time. The only thing she could do to keep ahead of him
and to keep him off balance was to make quick direction changes.
The dog’s larger size made it difficult for him to compensate, but
it didn’t take him long before he caught up to her. The main
problem was, he never tired. Sadly, she couldn’t say the same.

It was on their third lap through the house, Kile
spotted the slightly open window with barely enough space for her
to fit through. She had to time it right. Miss it, and she wouldn’t
have another chance. As she came through the sitting room again,
she slid under the coffee table, and Nilak ran through it. The
table was upended, the contents sent flying. In his haste, he never
saw her change direction. She was up over the sofa and through the
open window before he could react.

Kile hit the ground running. She was outside again,
which didn’t offer her as many places to hide, but she couldn’t
keep hiding forever. She would have to make a stand, eventually.
Crossing the yard, she headed for an old toolshed that leaned
slightly to the left. She barely made it inside before the dog came
around the house.

Watching through
the cracks in the wall, Kile held her breath. Nilak started
sniffing around the place where she’d landed. He was trying to pick
up her scent. It wouldn’t take the dog long to track her to the
shed. She knew, if she wanted to get out of this, she would have to
get creative. Closing her eyes, she tried to calm herself down.
This time, she needed to concentrate.

When Nilak finally reached the shed, he pushed open
the door with his nose and stuck his head inside, that’s when he
got skunked. The dog quickly retreated and started wiping his face
on the ground. It was a vain attempt to rid himself of the foul
odor and stop the stinging in his eyes.

That should keep him occupied, at least for a while,
Kile thought as she waddled out of the shed. Unfortunately, she
wasn’t sure what to do next. At the moment, Nilak was practically
helpless. She could end this, but was this the way? Somehow, it
didn’t feel right.

-I… I don’t want to hurt you, but I don’t… I don’t
know what I’m supposed to do,- she said to the dog while he rolled
around on the ground.

-His heart, you must destroy his heart.-

Kile quickly looked around until she found a raven
perched on the edge of the old shed roof. It was the first living
thing she had seen since coming here, besides Nilak, and she wasn’t
too sure about his life status.

-Who are you?- she asked.

-There is no time. You have to find his heart and
destroy it. Only then will you stop the Maligar.-

Kile looked at the dog, who was still rolling around
on the ground. Did the raven really want her to rip out his heart?
She wasn’t sure she could do it.

-North, you will find his heart north of here, but
you have to move fast. He will not be deterred for long.-

Oh, that Heart. Well, that made things a
little easier.

The raven took off from the shed and headed north.
Kile tried to follow, but skunks weren’t designed for long-distance
traveling.

-I think I’m finally getting the hang of this,- she
said, and a black-hoofed mountain deer raced across the barren
landscape.

 



~~~***~~~

 


 


Trying to keep up with the raven, Kile followed it
across what was left of the Shia Province. She had no idea who he
was or how he knew where to go, but she didn’t care. At the moment,
he was the arrow pointing her in the right direction. It wasn’t
like anyone else was offering her advice. She now knew she had to
find the Heart, and it was somewhere in the center of the Maligar.
It made sense now that she thought about it. Destroy the Heart to
destroy the Maligar. The Heart was the portal into this world from
Fthak’thun. The moment she recovered the Heart from the altar, she
knew she’d made a mistake. She should have smashed it when she had
the chance, but she lacked the courage. She didn’t have enough
faith in herself. She believed what they told her. Although that
wasn’t entirely true. She didn’t believe any of it. She was too
afraid to speak out. Was she becoming as complacent as Marcus or
Heaney? Completing the mission at all costs regardless of the
consequences? Simply following orders because someone she thought
knew better than she did had told her to? Was that what being a
Hunter was now, blind obedience? Duncan had chosen the wrong person
to model the new Hunters after. If she had only listened to herself
sooner, none of this would have happened. She could almost hear her
father’s voice now. “You’re useless, girl.”

There was no time to dwell on the past, especially
when it involved her father. The only thing that mattered now was
finding and destroying the Heart of Nilak.

As Kile kept an eye on the raven, he kept doubling
back, urging her on. She thought the bird was simply impatient
until she heard the laughter coming from somewhere behind her.
Daring to look back, she saw Nilak had not given up and was quickly
gaining on her.

He had taken the form of a large black cat with
yellow eyes, the largest cat she had ever seen, far larger than
even the cougars of the swamp. He was closing in fast and Kile knew
there was no way she could outrun him—forget about fighting him. As
a black-hoofed mountain deer, she wouldn’t stand a chance. It
didn’t matter, anyway, since fighting was no longer a priority. She
had a feeling, even if she did manage to defeat him, he wouldn’t
stay defeated for long. No, her primary concern now was finding the
Heart, and that meant staying away from him. The question was how.
The answer was simple. She scolded herself for being so
foolish.

Leaping into the air, Kile left the ground on the
wings of a hawk.

-Why didn’t I think of this before?- she said,
looking down at the large black cat. Nilak gave up his pursuit and
eventually sat down to watch her fly away. It was too easy, she
thought.

As a hawk, she
could see her surroundings with more clarity, and she did not like
what she saw. The damage the Maligar wrought in such a short period
of time was extensive. There would be no turning back from this.
Forests, farmlands, lakes, and rivers, it spared nothing. She could
even make out the decaying remains of small towns. How many people
were in its path? How many animals? And what was it all for? The
darkness was complete, all the way to the horizon and beyond. She
could see no end to it.

-You surprise me, girl,- the raven said as he flew
alongside her.

-I can understand now why he fears you.-

-Fears me?-

She found that a little hard to believe since she
was the one running away from him.

-Oh, yes. He can’t control you. He can’t get into
your head, not like he did with me. I lost my will to him long ago.
Only in death was I freed.-

-You’re Ravenshadow, aren’t you?- she asked.

-Ravenshadow died in the wastelands,- he
answered.

-I’m sorry. It’s Jonland, isn’t it?-

-What does it matter? I have no name now. Names are
meaningless here.-

-It matters to me.-

-Yes, of course. You still have hope, don’t
you?-

-So do you, if you’re helping me. You are helping
me, right?-

-It would seem that way.-

-Why are you helping me?-

There was a long pause and Kile regretted pushing
the conversation. The fact he claimed he was dead made it a little
awkward. She tried to take measure of the raven, but she couldn’t
read the bird’s expression.

-Redemption,- he finally answered.

A simple, straightforward answer, but somehow, not
quite true.

-You’ll forgive me if I find that a little hard to
believe.-

-Believe what you want. It makes no difference to
me. I only wish to see an end to that abomination that has poisoned
my mind for these many years.-

That sounded a little more sincere, and revenge was
easier to believe than redemption.

-So, where is the Heart?- she asked.

-Right over there,- the raven said.

Directly over the hills, Kile saw the source of the
darkness. A spiraling pillar of night, reaching into the air and
spreading across the sky. It was a little hard to miss.

-That’s the Heart?- she asked.

-That’s the Maligar, the madness of Nilak. At its
base, you’ll find his Heart.-

Well, that was a
bit more comforting. Not much, but a bit more. Kile faced the black
spiraling pillar of darkness. The raven said the Heart was at the
base, so that was her destination. She would fly into the pillar,
find the Heart and destroy it… somehow. It wasn’t the most
well-thought-out plan, but every other plan she came up with never
worked anyway. All she knew was she had to reach the Heart before
it could do any more damage. However, the nearer she got to the
pillar, the harder it was to stay on course. The currents were
getting stronger and she had to fight them to stay aloft. That’s
when she remembered what the albatrosses taught her. Spreading her
wings, she gave herself over to the wind and let it carry her
around the spire. She must have circled it half a dozen times
before she was sucked in. Once inside it was like being trapped in
a sliver of night. With the darkness whirling around her, she
couldn’t see far, but she didn’t have to. She knew the Heart was
near, she sensed its presence. Somewhere below her, it waited.
Tipping her wings gently, she slowly descended.

Kile never saw the eagle coming from above. He was
as black as the darkness around her. When she realized he was
there, it was too late. Pain ran through her as his talons pinned
her wings to her side. Being so close to her goal, she got
careless, and now she was completely helpless. The more she
struggled, the tighter he gripped, until his hold on her was so
tight, she could no longer breathe. He was squeezing the life out
of her. Everything was starting to get hazy. She was doing what she
could to stay awake. If she lost consciousness, it would all be
over.

The eagle was not immune to the spiraling winds. He
struggled against them as he tried to escape the darkness. It was
when he carried Kile higher, to where the currents weren’t as
fierce, he was attacked by the raven. The smaller bird came out of
nowhere and navigated the winds with ease. He targeted the eagle’s
head, forcing the large bird to defend himself. Nilak swerved left,
skirting the outer rim of the pillar where the winds were stronger
and almost dropped Kile. He grabbed her with one claw and used the
other to fend off the raven’s attack. With the release of pressure,
Kile could breathe again. Once she regained some sense of
awareness, she tried to break free of the eagle’s grip, but his
hold on her was still too tight and she could barely move. The
raven came at Nilak again, causing the eagle to tuck and dive to
escape. This was her best chance, Kile realized, and she pulled up
his feet to rake the larger bird’s underbelly with her claws. The
eagle screamed and suddenly released her. Now she was falling.

Spreading her
wings, Kile tried to stop her rapid descent, but it was no use. She
was spiraling out of control. Nilak had messed up her feathers, and
they were no longer working the way they should be. With no way to
slow down, she tumbled in the wind until the eagle grabbed her
again, this time by her right leg. Once again, she was at the mercy
of Nilak, only this time she was dangling upside down. The eagle
couldn’t secure his grip on her since he could barely hold the
raven in his other claw. Flapping madly, Kile pecked at Nilak’s
foot. When that didn’t work, she tried something a little more
desperate. On the eagle’s downbeat, she stretched out and grabbed
the tip of his wing with her beak, then started pulling out
feathers with her free claw. With only one wing, he couldn’t fly
straight or fly at all. The eagle refused to release the hawk and
the hawk refused to release the eagle, so they both plummeted to
the earth with the raven along for the ride.

As the ground quickly came up to meet them, Kile
tried to change form one last time, but she was finding it
difficult to concentrate.

Bird.

Bird.

Bird.

Squirrel.

The impact left her dazed, but she was still alive,
and the damage done by the eagle didn’t seem to carry over now that
she was a squirrel. She was a bit woozy and not stable on her feet
at the moment, but she needed to keep moving. She was on the
ground, she was in the pillar, so the Heart couldn’t be far, but
neither was Nilak.

Stumbling her way across the landscape, Kile thought
about changing into something more practical but decided against
it. As a squirrel, it might be harder for Nilak to find her. He was
out there, in one form or another. The longer she could stay
hidden, the more time she had to find the Heart, although it wasn’t
nearly as difficult to find as she thought it would be.

She tripped over it.

It wasn’t exactly hidden; it was simply lying on the
ground, half buried in the dirt as if carelessly discarded. A dark
purple crystal pulsated before her eyes. It was living up to the
whole Heart idea.

Kile took a quick look around but saw no one. She
thought the Heart would have been protected because it was the
source of the Maligar. Now, it appeared to be nothing more than a
piece of unwanted rubbish. What happened to the company? Where was
everybody? She expected to meet Boraro or Galan or even Elmac,
somebody, but there was no one here. Nothing around the Heart but a
few decaying, rather familiar-looking, trees. Really
familiar-looking trees. They seemed almost vir like in their
appearance.

Cautiously
approaching one, she stopped and sniffed at the roots. There was
something odd about it. Something that didn’t quite feel right.
Something she didn’t want to put her finger on. Its size, its
shape, its general appearance, it reminded her a lot of…

-Master Boraro?-

Her old weapons instructor.

Thankfully, the tree didn’t answer.

When she backed away, something else caught her
eyes. Buried in the dirt, beside the tree, was a hint of silver.
She dusted away as much as she could with her squirrel hands and
uncovered the head of a water dragon. The same head that adorned
the hilt of Boraro’s sword. Tarnished, it looked as if it had been
buried in the earth for ages.

Kile started seeing the other trees a little
differently. The one bent over with a single branch extended,
almost like it was reaching down for the Heart, could it have been
the Mystic Elmac? The taller, thicker tree behind it reminded her
of Heaney. A crooked, dark, little one right behind the Boraro
tree, it had to be Creech. She counted four trees surrounding the
Heart and another three farther away.

As much as she didn’t want to believe what she was
thinking, she couldn’t deny the similarities. If these trees were,
somehow, the remaining members of the company, they were well
beyond her help. She could do nothing for them but avenge them,
which meant destroying the Heart. Kile ran over to the pulsating
crystal and pulled it from the earth. With all her might she beat
on it with her fists, but her little squirrel hands did little in
the way of damage. If she wanted to destroy the crystal, she had to
be bigger and stronger. Sitting back and closing her eyes, she
tried to concentrate. She needed to pick the right form.

The noise came from somewhere around the Boraro
tree. It sounded like the muffled scraping of something trying to
claw its way out of somewhere. It continued for a while, then fell
silent. Kile held her breath and waited, but she didn’t hear it
again. Was it possible, she thought as she cautiously approached
the tree? Could he still be in there? Somehow trapped in his new
form? She stopped a few feet in front of the tree and looked for
anything she might have missed.

-Master Boraro?- she called out to the tree, but
there was no reply.

Slowly backing away, she heard the scratching again.
It was followed by someone quietly laughing.

It didn’t take him nearly as long to catch up to her
as she thought.

She only had one question. Where was he? She didn’t
have to wait long for the answer. A black honey badger with yellow
eyes appeared from behind the Boraro tree. Kile continued to back
away as Nilak slowly advanced. She wasn’t too familiar with honey
badgers, having only seen a few drawings in Vanessa’s study, but
she knew they weren’t to be trifled with.

With the Heart
behind her and the badger in front of her, she had to think fast.
If she smashed the Heart, she could end the conflict, but there was
no way she could do it in her current form. Trying to change was a
problem itself. For starters, it took time. She was not as quick as
Nilak, who could shed forms with ease. Then, of course, there was
her accuracy. The form she wanted was not always the form she got.
Running was always a choice, but it wasn’t a solution. If she ran,
he would chase her, and where would that get her? She would have to
come back to the Heart eventually. Besides, while they were running
all around the trees, the Maligar continued to grow.

Kile stared at the honey badger, who remained
motionless the whole time. He hadn’t moved since he came out from
behind the tree. It was almost as if he wanted her to run, just so
he could chase her. Looking back at the crystal, she gauged the
distance. It was only about twenty feet away. How fast could a
honey badger run? As a squirrel, she could make it in less than a
second. She took a step back; the honey badger took a few steps
forward. When she stopped, he stopped. He was enjoying this too
much. She knew she wouldn’t have much time once she reached the
Heart, so she took a deep breath and tried to center herself. It
was all a matter of picking the right form and holding on to it
until the last minute.

Without warning, Kile turned and ran for the Heart.
She reached it just in time before Nilak caught up to her. Grabbing
hold of it, she took the full force of the honey badger when he
slammed into her. As the two tumbled down the hill, with the Heart
between them, Kile changed form, midbounce, and with one swipe of a
grizzly bear’s paw, she sent the honey badger flying

-You have got to be kidding,- she shouted, watching
the badger fly over the hill. He was holding on to the Heart when
he flew out of sight. Kile chased after him.

When she reached the spot where he’d landed, there
was no sign of him. Only a purple pulsating crystal was visible. It
lay on the ground, calling her. Kile cautiously approached it. She
wasn’t too concerned about a surprise attack. Being a grizzly bear,
she hadn’t seen anything in Nilak’s repertoire to give her trouble
except for the large cat, and there wasn’t any place for the cat to
hide. So, where was Nilak? It was too easy, she thought, but she
couldn’t pass up her chance to destroy the Heart.

Raising herself over the crystal, Kile hoped the
sheer weight of her body would be enough to crush it. As she came
down, the Valgar erupted from the earth beneath her and ripped into
her leg. The pain was unbearable as Nilak pulled her off her feet.
She struck him in the head several times before he let go. Limping
backward and nursing her injured leg, she watched as the black
Valgar with the yellow eyes climbed out of the ground.

In a way, she felt betrayed. Valgar were not of the
natural world, and for Nilak to choose this form, it was almost
like he was cheating.

They faced off over
the pulsating crystal. Nilak on one side, Kile on the other. Again,
he challenged her. He found pleasure in the hunt, but she couldn’t
see what was so entertaining. The longer they played the game, the
more damage the Maligar did.

Lunging forward, the bear reached for the crystal,
but the Valgar was faster. Biting down on her outstretched arm, he
pulled her back, away from the Heart. Kile got a hold of his jaw
and tried to pry his mouth open, but Nilak started thrashing
around, his teeth ripping into her flesh. Forcing him to the
ground, Kile beat on his head with her free paw while trying not to
succumb to the pain. When that didn’t work, she grabbed him around
the neck, lifted him off his feet, and slammed him into the earth.
Only then did he released her.

Kile collapsed beside Nilak. One leg shattered, one
arm nearly torn off. She’d lost too much blood and was
light-headed. Her only chance was to change, and she had to do it
quickly. She was starting to lose consciousness. Hoping her wounds
wouldn’t carry over when she took her new form, she found it hard
to concentrate.

Nilak moved, slowly getting to his feet. His sudden
encounter with the earth left him dazed, but it couldn’t keep him
down for long. Shaking off the impact, he quickly looked around,
but the grizzly bear was gone. Instead, a raccoon ran toward the
crystal.

Grabbing a nearby stone, Kile started banging on the
pulsating Heart. She only stopped when she saw it cracking.

-Yes,- she exclaimed before the Valgar’s tail
knocked her flying.

She always forgot about the tail.

Kile stopped tumbling in time to see Nilak eat the
crystal.

-Wonderful.- She sighed. Just when she thought she
was making headway.

Slowly she got to her feet and faced the Valgar.
-Come on, Nilak. I’m too tired to keep playing these games. Let’s
end this now.-

The Valgar laughed.

-What is so funny?- she asked.

For a moment, time slowed. Nilak lurched forward,
breaking into a run. He was heading directly for her, his mouth
wide open, his powerful back legs propelling him forward. Kile
stayed calm, and when he was close enough to lunge at her, she
slammed the platter-sized hoof of a mountain pony in its head,
driving him into the ground.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


There was a sudden flash of purple light and when
Kile shielded her eyes, she did it with vir hands. The only problem
was, they weren’t her hands. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true.
They were her hands when she was fourteen.

“Damn it, child. What have you done now?” somebody
called out from behind her. He sounded rather upset.

Blinking away the
purple spots that hovered in front of her eyes, Kile looked around
her new environment. She was no longer in Fthak’thun, but she was
still in the Shia Province, sort of. The place seemed familiar, but
it should have since she grew up here. She was back home, on the
farm, in the silo, and she’d just broken the feed lever. Grain was
now pouring out, unhindered, onto the floor. Somebody grabbed her
arm and yanked her to her feet. Spinning her around, she was now
face-to-face with her father.

“You can’t do
anything right, can you?” he bellowed. “One simple task and you
managed to screw it up.”

“I’m… I’m sorry, Father… I… I didn’t mean to,” she
stammered.

“No, of course not. You never mean to do anything,
do you?” he said, pushing her aside.

She stumbled and fell onto the hard stone floor of
the silo. The pain was all too real. She looked down at the blood
on her knee, then at her father. He didn’t seem to notice, or he
didn’t care.

“It’s going to take me all day to clean this up,” he
grumbled, yanking on the feed grain lever. “I shouldn’t have let
your brother go fishing today. At least he was useful.”

Kile got to her feet. “I’ll clean it up,” she said,
defiantly.

Her father laughed. “Yeah, right. When have you ever
been able to do anything? You’re useless, child. Get out of my
sight.”

She backed away from him and headed for the door but
stopped when she reached the threshold. She had been here too many
times before. Her one regret was never having had the chance to
stand up to her father. Now, for whatever reason, the opportunity
presented itself. Was she just going to walk away?

“I’m not useless,” she mumbled.

“What did you say?”

Taking a deep breath, Kile turned around and faced
him. “I said, I’m not useless.”

The old man laughed, not exactly the effect she was
going for.

“Is that so?” he said, setting the broken grain feed
lever aside. “Well, then, you tell me what you can do because you
sure as hell can’t do anything around here.”

“I can… I can…”

“Well, what can you do?”

“I can… I can ride a mountain pony.”

“What?”

“I said I can ride a mountain pony, and I can talk
to a yarrow, and I can fly, and I can fight, and I can lead men
into battle. I’ve traveled the kingdom and I’ve walked into the
wastelands… three times, and defeated the Minotaur of Calder Falls,
twice. I’ve spoken with kings and rats, with lords and dogs. I’ve
flown with albatrosses and run with wolves. I even rode on the back
of a dragon. I’ve sailed beyond the Starlett Sea and found my way
home. I am the Wild Hunter, last of the Orceen, probably. I mean I
haven’t seen any others, at least not worth talking about, but
that’s not the point. I am not useless. I am Kile Veller, and if
you’ll excuse me, I still have a kingdom to save.”

With that finally off her chest, she stormed out of
the silo; however, she was still on the farm.

“Kinda thought I’d be home by now,” she said to
herself, looking around the farm.

Where exactly was she supposed to go now? None of
this made any sense. She had hoped, telling her father off would
somehow send her on her way, but it didn’t happen.

“Don’t walk away from me!” her father called,
following her out into the yard. “I’m not finished with you, young
lady.”

Kile sighed.

“But I’m finished with you, Dad,” she said without
turning around.

She started walking toward town. Maybe by leaving
the farm completely, it would snap her out of this reality and back
to… who knows where.

“I should have
thrown you away when Beth brought you home,” her father said.

Kile stopped and turned around. “What did you
say?”

“You heard me,” he said with an obnoxious laugh.
“What? You actually thought you were a Veller? Please. You were an
unwanted stray my wife found in the forest. Come to think of it,
you’re still an unwanted stray. If it wasn’t for the fact I thought
I could sell you to Otis for the bottom land, I would have dropped
you in the well when she brought you home.”

Kile slowly approached the man she thought was her
father for the last twenty some odd years. Was any of this real,
she wondered? With a few simple words, he had turned the last of
her life upside down. He had taken the only foundation she had away
from her, severed her only ties to the vir world. Was that why she
never felt at home here, because it wasn’t her home? The woman who
raised her wasn’t her mother. Leon wasn’t her brother. How could
any of this be true? How could she be fourteen again and back on
the farm? How could she be talking to a man who died five years
ago? It was all a lie, all a trick. The last-ditch effort by the
Maligar to get inside her head. Unfortunately, she knew that wasn’t
the case. Deep down inside, she always knew.

She was no longer a scared fourteen-year-old girl
trying to win her father’s love. That girl was gone. She didn’t
want his approval anymore. She no longer needed it. She knew who
she was, what she could do, and for the first time in her life,
where she was going.

She stood face-to-face with Harold Veller.

“What? No smart-ass remark?” he asked.

Kile thought about it for a moment. There wasn’t
anything else to say. She no longer wanted to waste her time, her
energy, or her words on this man, so she punched him in the
face.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


“Son of a…”

“Hold her down.”

“Are you all right, sir? Let me help you.”

“No, no, see to her first.”

“Kile… Kile calm down.”

“Bring him over here.”

“What?”

“Do as he says.”

“Put him down on top of her, gently.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Just do it.”

There were too many voices, too much movement. She
couldn’t focus. She needed something to connect with, something
like…

-Kile all right?-

“Vesper?”

-Kile all right?-

She slowly opened her eyes.

The light in the room was too bright, forcing her to
squint. She could barely make out the shape of the yarrow sitting
on her chest, his face only inches from hers.

-Kile all right?- he asked her again.

The compassion in his voice was overwhelming. She
blinked back the tears.

“I… I think so,” she said. “Where am I?”

“You’re in the town of Yuton, on the border of the
Great Shia Desert.”

“Daniel?”

“I’m here,” he said as he knelt down beside her bed.
It took him awhile before he came into focus. “How are you
feeling?”

She carefully wiggled her fingers and toes.
Everything was where it was supposed to be, nothing broken or out
of place.

“I’m… fine I think,” she answered.

“Close that window.” Daniel pointed to the open
window on the other side of the room.

Someone pulled the
shutters, blocking out the morning light. As the room grew darker,
Kile found it easier to see. She was lying in a bed again, with
several people standing around her this time. Daniel was beside
her, holding her hand while Roland stood a safe distance away,
holding his nose. Blood trickled between his fingers.

“Roland?”

Daniel turned and quickly got to his feet.

“I’m sorry, sir. Let me see to that,” he said,
pulling the man’s hands away from his face.

Kile watched as Daniel gently placed a finger on
each side of Roland’s broken nose. Bright strands of blue light
gradually encircled the king’s head, filling the room with the
smell of a summer rain. His Edge had regained some of its potency,
which could only mean the Maligar was responsible for disrupting
the magic as the mystics believed. It also meant the Maligar was
finally gone.

“There, that should do it,” Daniel said, stepping
back to admire his work.

Roland wiped the blood from his face. “At least I
can breathe now.”

“I am so sorry, sir,” Kile apologized. “I… I thought
you were my father.”

Daniel looked at her curiously.

“Kile, your father….”

“Yeah, I know, he’s dead,” she said.

But was he? The man she believed was her father
might not have been her father, which would explain why she was
Orceen, and the rest of her family was not.

When Kile tried to sit up, Daniel suddenly grabbed a
sheet from the bottom of the bed and wrapped it around her. Vesper
barely managed to escape by climbing onto Kile’s head.

“Ki, you’re not actually… dressed,” he
whispered.

She looked down and quickly pulled the sheet
tighter.

“Why aren’t I dressed?”

“Because that’s the way we found you,” he
answered.

She looked at the other men in the room. Were they
part of the “we” Daniel was referring to? Roland must have seen her
discomfort and motioned for the men to leave.

“We have everything under control here,” he said,
waving them out.

Kile waited until the last man out closed the door.
“So, where am I again, and how did I get here?”

“You’re in the city of Yuton,” Roland said, “the new
capital of the Shia Province.”

“The new capital, what happen to Fairfell?”

“I’m afraid the… what did you call it, the
Malibar?”

“Maligar,” she corrected him.

“Yes, that’s it. The Maligar. That’s a name I shall
not forget again.”

“So, you mean all of Fairfell is gone?”

“I’m afraid so,” Roland said.

He looked tired as if he hadn’t slept for days.
Walking to the window, he pulled open one of the shutters, letting
a little light back into the room.

“It’s my fault,” he said, looking out on the street
of Yuton. “I was such a fool to think I could outwit the Alva.”

“It wasn’t your fault, sir,” Daniel said. “They
fooled us all.”

“That may be, but I was responsible.”

“What did happen?” Kile asked.

Roland turned to
face her. “You were right,” he said. “Galan had other plans for the
Heart of Nilak. He stole it from the company. Boraro and Heaney
tracked him to the Shia Province, where they eventually cornered
him in Littletree. That’s when he released it. The… Maligar.”

“But, you said they were heading west.”

“They were. According to the last messages I
received from Mystic Elmac. They were on their way into the
wastelands when they awoke one morning to find Galan and the
artifact gone.”

“It still doesn’t make any sense.”

“Well, sure it does,” Daniel said. “Don’t you get
it? You were right all along. Galan wanted to use the Heart to
destroy the kingdom.”

“Yeah, but why Shia? If they were on the edge of the
wastelands when Galan stole the Heart, he would have had to pass
through the Azintar province before he could reach Shia. If he
wanted to harm the vir, the City of Azintar would have been a more
strategic target. More people, more destruction. Shia is the
least-populated province in Aru.”

Roland exchanged a curious look with Daniel, one
that Kile was probably not supposed to notice. It only made her
more suspicious.

“We believe,” Roland explained slowly, “that Galan
was going to deliver the Heart of Nilak to Anwar Shaheed of
Balaa.”

“Balaa? But why?”

“It is… complicated.” He waved his hand
dismissively. “Since the start of the war, we have been having
diplomatic issues with the Balaa Empire. They were trying to take
advantage of us in our time of distress. The recent trade
restrictions are only the latest. We fear the Balaa Empire is
plotting something This may have been the first step.”

“But that’s ridiculous. The people of Balaa are like
us, they’re vir. The Alva despise the vir. They would never align
themselves with them.”

Roland looked over at Daniel, who simply
shrugged.

“I don’t think we’ll ever really know what Galan was
thinking,” the young healer told her. “Maybe he was trying to start
a war between our two kingdoms. You know, pit one group of vir
against the other.”

“But he didn’t have to—he had the Heart of Nilak. He
knew what it was, he knew what it could do. He didn’t need the help
of Balaa.”

“I think that’s enough for now, Daniel,” Roland
said, stepping away from the window. He motioned for Daniel to
follow him. “We should let Kile rest for a while.”

“You’re probably right,” Daniel said. “I’ll check up
on you, Kile. After you get some rest.”

“Sleep now,” Roland told her. “We’ll talk more on
this later.”

Kile wasn’t tired. If anything, she felt as if she
had woken up from a long sleep. Waiting until Roland closed the
door, she pulled the sheets tightly around herself and climbed out
of bed. Shuffling over to the open window, she looked out on the
city of Yuton or what was left of it. Daniel wasn’t joking when he
said they were on the border of the Great Shia Desert.

The Maligar had not
only reached the city of Yuton, but it entered it as well. Directly
across the street, everything was gone. A cobblestone road marked
the line between life and death. Only the decayed remains of a few
abandoned buildings gave any indication a city once existed on the
other side. Beyond that, there was nothing. The barren, cracked
earth stretched all the way to the horizon, and who could say how
far beyond that. From where she was standing, the whole world was
gone.

It was no use. She couldn’t hang around here until
Roland or Daniel decided to come back and share what little
information they wanted to share with her. They were keeping
something from her, and she had to know what it was. She needed to
see what happened or what was happening. She needed to see the
damage for herself. Kile quickly searched the room for something to
wear, but there was nothing. Not a stitch of clothing to be found.
At this point, she would have even welcomed the tatty brown dress
she’d stolen from Azintar. She had seriously considered tearing up
the sheets and fashioning herself a makeshift robe with a curtain
tieback for a belt but came up with a different idea
altogether.

“Come on, Vesper, we’re going flying,” she said,
pushing open the remaining shutter.

Moving to the center of the room, Kile discarded the
bedsheet and took a deep breath before closing her eyes her eyes
and falling into her Edge. The transformation came easy now. It was
simply a matter of selecting the right Hi’kruul. The trick was not
to overthink it but to let it happen.

Stretching out her wings, she opened her eyes.

The room looked different now, seeing everything
through the eyes of a hawk, but she was getting used to it. Hopping
onto the bed, she carefully picked up the yarrow and flew out the
window. Vesper was not fond of this mode of transportation, but she
didn’t want to waste any time fashioning him another pouch.

-Don’t worry, Vesper. I won’t keep you up here for
long,- she told the yarrow when she took the sky.

-Don’t like,- he said, but at least he wasn’t
squirming.

When Kile flew down the cobbled street, she looked
over at the Great Shia Desert. Was that what they were going to
call it? The name lacked originality, but it did make sense. It was
located in the center of the Shia Province, but how far did it go?
Did it reach Riverport? She still worried about the farm and about
Leon. Was he still alive? Was his family safe? He may not be her
brother by blood, but he was still her brother.

Turning away from
the desert, she flew into the city and was surprised to see the
number of mystics still hanging around. They weren’t hard to miss.
Their colorful robes stood out among the soldiers and the
civilians. Flying in closer, Kile scanned the crowds, looking for
familiar faces or maybe a uniquely colored robe. She found neither.
What she did find, was a large group of vir gathering outside one
of the local pubs. There was only one person she knew who could
draw a crowd that size.

Circling the streets again, she searched for a
suitable place to land. She found it in a vacant alley, between two
shops, nearly six blocks away.

-Brace yourself, Vesper. We’re going in for a
landing,- she warned the yarrow.

The hawk came in low, slowing down long enough to
drop Vesper off safely, before trying to land herself. She made two
hops and a roll before she was back on her feet.

-Yes. Not so perfect, but at least I didn’t hit
anything this time.-

-Don’t like flying,- the yarrow complained.

-That’s not entirely true. You just don’t like
landing.-

A quick survey of the alley came up empty. There
were no clotheslines or scarecrows to provide her with anything to
wear. Fly into the pub might get her there quicker, but probably
wouldn’t go unnoticed, and walking down the street naked was not an
option.

-Now what do I do?-

-Change,- Vesper suggested.

-Into what?- she asked.

The last thing she wanted was to attract attention,
so it would have to be something more domestic, like a cat,
although a skunk would get her into the pub easier. Erring on the
side of caution, she chose a dog.

A Callor hound exited the alley and walked along the
street with a yarrow perched on her head. So much for being
inconspicuous. Surprisingly, it didn’t attract as much attention as
she thought, but then most of the vir she passed were mystics. It
was hard to shock a mystic, and she should know—she’d spent three
months in the Tower. The place was filled with such oddities that a
yarrow riding a dog was not all that remarkable. A few civilians
did stop and stare, but most likely thought it was some part of the
celebration.

Having never been to Yuton, Kile decided to follow
the masses, which led her to the pub she was seeking. It was a
quaint little place called the Fat Gopher. A line of people stood
outside the door, all waiting to get in. Off to the side was a
small hand-painted sign: Tales of the Wild Hunter as told by Alex
the Wise.

-Alex the Wise?- Kile barked and accidentally
startled a few vir.

There was also a list of four different showtimes.
It would seem Alex the Wise was taking advantage of the situation,
but she couldn’t blame him. Although she wasn’t too fond of his
portrayal of her, she knew his heart was in the right place.

Passing the row of
vir, Kile put her front paws up on the window ledge to sneak a
peek, but all she could see were the backs of more vir. It was
standing room only. Having no idea what time it was, she didn’t
know if the show was about to begin or about the end.

-Rainbow lady,- Vesper said, lifting his nose to the
air. Kile received a vision of a pink-haired woman wrapped up in a
rainbow and knew exactly who the yarrow detected. She had the smell
of candy, old books, and… was that a frog? Probably not.

Hopping down from the window, Kile moved around to
the back of the building. The Fat Gopher was now bordering the new
desert. It was only six feet away from the back door. Standing on
the edge, looking out into the wastelands, was a young woman with
purple hair, dressed in multicolored robes.

Emara turned around when Kile approached. On seeing
the dog with the yarrow on her head, the mystic’s eyes widened.

“Kile?”

Kile stopped in her tracks and quickly looked down
at her paws. She was relieved to see she was still a dog.

Emara hesitated before running up to her.

“That is you, isn’t it?”

The dog nodded.

“By the great mystics, this is incredible. You’re
not cursed, are you? I mean, if you were cursed, I think I can
reverse it. Magic seems to work better these days, now the black
cloud is gone. There must have been some connection between the
two, but we’re not sure what. Too bad we couldn’t study it longer,
but with all the destruction it wrought, it’s probably better that
it’s gone, but look who I’m talking to. I mean, you’re the reason
it’s gone… aren’t you? We all saw you flying in on that dragon. A
dragon, can you imagine that? Well, I mean you don’t have to
imagine it—you were riding it—but I never thought there were still
dragons in the world. I thought they were all gone or made up. I
wish I could have seen him up close, but he’d probably eat me, and
I don’t think I want to study a dragon from the inside out if you
know what I mean.”

Kile sat down and listened to the mystic ramble. In
a way, it was kind of refreshing. Emara suddenly fell silent.

“I’m babbling again, aren’t I? I’m sorry. Did you
need help?” she asked before slowly walking around the dog. She
examined Kile from every direction before standing in front of her
again.

“I’m thinking… probably an air glamour. They can be
pretty tricky, but I’ve never seen one this good. In fact, I can’t
even detect the magic. Maybe it’s a shadow curse. That would be
something to see. They say I’m influenced by that sphere too, but
they don’t teach it at the Tower, not that I mind. I have a hard
enough time learning the spheres they do teach.”

Kile shook her head.

“So if it’s not magic, what is it? It’s a
transformation, isn’t it? I’ve heard of this, but I’ve never seen
it. Are you stuck? Can you turn back? How can I help?”

-I need clothes,-
Kile barked, although she knew Emara couldn’t understand her. She
found communicating with the vir difficult at the best of times,
while in animal form, it was damn near impossible. Looking around
the back of the Fat Gopher, she found nothing she could use to help
her explain her plight to Emara. She tried picking up the hem of
the woman’s robes and shaking them.

“What? You want me to follow you?” the mystic
asked.

Kile dropped the robes. -Okay, that’s not going to
work. Now what?- she said, looking around for some other means of
getting her point across. Crossing over into the desert, Kile
started writing in the sand with her paw.

“What is it? What are you trying to tell me?” Emara
asked. She stood behind Kile and looked over the dog’s shoulder.
“Cl… clo… clots? No. Clothes. Clothes? Oh, clothes, you need
clothing. Of course you need clothes. Transformation spells can
only change the mystic’s body, not what they’re wearing. I can see
where that would be a problem.”

Emara thought for a moment and quickly removed her
outer set of robes. She held them out to the dog. Kile was not
surprised to see the mystic’s undergown was equally colorful.

Closing her eyes and falling into her Edge, Kile
embraced her vir Hi’kruul.

“Thanks, Em,” she said, wrapping the multicolored
robes round her and tying them tight. “I wasn’t sure what I was
going to do if I couldn’t find something to wear.”

“Oh, it’s great to see you again, Ki, but you have
to tell me how you did that. I’ve learned nothing of
transformations in the Tower. I mean apart from elemental forms,
but nothing like that, and you can do it without having to
concentrate, that’s incredible.”

“It’s a little complicated. All I know is, it has
something to do with me being an Orceen, although, to tell you the
truth, I’m still trying to get the hang of it.”

“So, you didn’t learn that at the Tower?”

“No, I… learned it someplace else. Look, Em, can you
tell me what happened here?”

“What do you mean?” Emara asked. She looked a little
confused. “You flew in on a dragon and stopped the black
cloud.”

If only it was that simple, Kile thought.

“Well, yeah, I kinda already knew that. I meant, how
did you and the mystics get here, and what happened afterward?”

“Oh, that, that’s easy. We sensed the disturbance,
you know, in the energy fields. It didn’t take long before the
Elders found it and we, well, we zapped on over. By then the cloud
was expanding, and all the animals were going crazy. They were
running everywhere, through the cities and the town—they were all
trying to get away from it. It was complete chaos. The only thing
we could do was surround it and try to contain it. I’m afraid a few
mystics did attempt to get a closer look, you know, to study it,
but after that, I kept them all out.”

“You kept them out?”

“Well, yeah, I am the Grand Magus of the Tower, sort
of. I mean I will be after I finish my studies, but I’m pretty much
in charge while we’re here… and I’m not comfortable with it.”

“Yeah, I know what
that feels like,” Kile said, remembering her time in the outpost of
Moran. “So, how did you contain it?”

“We tried to contain it. We didn’t actually
succeed, but we did manage to slow it down. We threw everything we
could at it. Even with all the mystics working together, we
couldn’t stop it. We tried varying the fields and reversing the
energies, we even tried Partexing the elemental flow, and you know
how difficult that is.”

“No, not really.”

“Oh, well, it’s a matter of—”

“You don’t have to explain it to me.”

“Sorry, I get a little carried away sometimes. Well,
anyway, as I was saying, we managed to slow it down. That’s about
the time the military came. Well, I say military, but it was
actually the new Hunters. Some Level One was barking out orders and
he even sent a few men into the cloud. We tried to warn them, but
they wouldn’t listen. Only when nobody returned did they start to
wise up and begin the evacuation. They were keeping ahead of us,
clearing out the people as the cloud grew. We didn’t think it was
ever going to stop. The Hunters kept moving everyone farther and
farther away, and then the dragon came.

“I can honestly say, we were all panicking at that
point. A growing black cloud that was destroying everything in its
path and a dragon, all on the same day. Some people even believed
it was the end of the world. Thankfully, Alex pointed you out. He
recognized the dragon and even knew its name, but when the dragon
flew into the cloud and disappeared, we didn’t know what to expect.
After that, the cloud seemed to slow down, but it was about… I
don’t know, two days before anything else happened.”

“Two days?” Kile exclaimed.

Was she actually in the Maligar for two days? It all
seemed to happen so quickly. Could time be that screwed up?

“Yeah, I’d say it was about two days,” Emara
continued. “We started rotating the mystics off the front line so
they could rest. The Hunters even tried to take up the slack,
although the range of their skills was limited, but we weren’t
going to refuse any help. We did have a few of them delivering
messages around the perimeter, so that was a big help. It was
around the evening of the second day when there was this… I don’t
know how to describe it, it was like a ripple or maybe a pulse of
energy and then the cloud simply collapsed. It dissipated.”

“So, what happened after that?” Kile asked.

“Well, nothing, at
first. We kind of stood there and waited for it to start up again.
Nobody was willing to cross the line, if you know what I mean. It
was Alex, who first stepped into the Shia desert. He said he had
been in the wastelands before and there was nothing to it. That’s
when the Hunters and the military started to recon, or whatever it
is they call it. You know, they sent small groups into the desert
to see what they could see. On the morning of the third day, one of
the Hunters arrived with a message saying a large black horse broke
through the lines, farther up north, and ran into the desert. We
knew what it meant, so we waited until there was more information.
About two hours later, another Hunter arrived saying soldiers
spotted the horse, and he was standing over a survivor. From the
description, we knew it was you and so Alex and I came here. We
arrived in Yuton late last night, but the king already set up his
own headquarters in the Manor House and wouldn’t let anyone in.

“It wasn’t too long ago that Alex talked to some
tall blond-haired man, I think he was the king’s personal
physician. They seemed to know each other. He said you woke up and
you punched the king in the face. After that, we kind of expected
your execution.”

Kile laughed. “It wasn’t that bad. It was a slight
misunderstanding.”

“Well, that’s good to hear. I’d hate to have to bail
you out of another trial.”

Walking to the edge of the desert, Kile looked out
to the horizon. “It seems to go on forever, doesn’t it?”

The mystic came up to stand beside her. “Forty-eight
thousand square miles.”

Kile looked at her in disbelief.

“Well, that’s what we think, anyway,” Emara
explained. “A few of the Hunters ran the perimeter and some of the
mystics crunched the numbers. They don’t all agree on the exact
size, but it’s somewhere in that area.”

“Forty-eight thousand,” Kile repeated. It was still
impossible to believe.

“It never reached Riverport,” Emara added.

“Thanks, Em. Look, you mind if I borrow your robes
for a while?”

“No, of course not, keep them. I have plenty, and
besides, they look good on you.”

“Yeah, somehow, I don’t think so,” Kile said,
pulling the hood of the robes over her head. Vesper curled up
around her neck.
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Kile felt more
uncomfortable walking back through town as a vir than she did as a
dog. It seemed more people noticed her in her brightly colored
robes than as a Callor hound with a yarrow on her head. What made
it worse, is every so often a mystic would stop and greet her,
thinking she was Emara. Kile simply threw them a silent gesture and
kept moving. There was no need to get bogged down with too many
questions, although she couldn’t help but wonder why they were
still hanging around. She thought the mystics would be eager to get
back to the Tower, now the Maligar was no longer a threat. Who
knows, maybe this was some kind of field trip for them. By the way
some of them were acting, it was as if they had never seen the
outside world.

“Okay, Vesper. Where is he?” she asked the yarrow
when they were finally far enough away from the masses. The last
thing she wanted was to give the mystic the impression their next
Grand Magus was a person who stood in the middle of the street,
talking to herself. Emara had enough quirks to live down.

-Over there, far side, close,- the yarrow answered
and Kile saw, through his words, where she needed to go.

She followed the yarrow’s direction through the
streets of Yuton. It was a quaint little town, with its stone
buildings and scattering of trees. In a way, it seemed at home
sitting on the edge of a desert. Most of the buildings were small,
except for the Manor House, which spanned nearly six blocks in both
directions and looked like more than a simple dwelling. Not only
did it house the self-proclaimed important people of the town, but
it was the general hub of official activity. This was where all the
paperwork went to die.

Continuing for another three blocks, Kile found the
stables. It didn’t have a name and seemed to be part of the Manor
House. Out in the front, a middle-aged man with curly black hair
and a long shaggy beard was mending the fence.

“I hope Grim didn’t have anything to do with that,”
she mumbled to herself when she approached him.

The curly-haired man didn’t look up and was
preoccupied with his work. Kile was afraid to disturb him for fear
Grim did have something to do with the damage. She didn’t want to
bring any more attention to herself and thought of sneaking into
the stables to see if the mountain pony was there.

“Can I help you, mystic?” the man asked while
continuing to work.

“I hope so. I think you have a mountain pony
sheltered here.”

That got his attention. He stopped what he was doing
and slowly looked up at her.

“Aye. That we do,” he said suspiciously. “He’s in
the far northwest corner. Chose the stall himself, he did.”

She politely thanked him and took her leave. The man
shook his head and went back to his fence mending. Kile had no
problem letting him think the mystics were responsible for the
mountain pony, especially if he was the one who did damage to the
fence.

For a city as
populated as Yuton, the stables were empty. Grim was the only horse
in the northwest corner, which is why he chose it.

-Wow, what’s with the outfit? You look as if you
were attacked by a fruit stand.-

“And it’s good to see you too, Grim.”

-No, I mean it. It’s hideous. I feel dizzy just
looking at you.-

“I’ll have you know a very good friend lent me
this.”

-She can’t be that good of a friend if she let you
walk around looking like that.-

“Are you seriously ragging on me about my
appearance? Have you looked at yourself lately? You’re a tangled
mess of black hair. I’m not even sure you are a horse.”

-Oh please, I’m the most handsome horse you’ll ever
see.-

Kile laughed. “It is good to see you, Grim. I mean
it.”

-I know, but try not to get too sappy.-

“So, have any problems getting here?”

-Nothing worth mentioning. Have any problems
defeating the Maligar?-

“Nothing worth mentioning.”

-So, does that mean it’s over?-

Kile thought about it for a moment and shrugged. “I
supposed so.”

-Good, that means we can get out of here.-

“Not yet, I’m afraid. I still have a few unanswered
questions.”

-Oh, please, child. Let it go. You did it, you
defeated the Maligar. Bask in the glory of your victory and let’s
get the hell out of here.-

“It’s not that simple, Grim.”

-It never is with you.-

“Look, we can’t leave now. It would be… rude.”

-Never stopped us before.-

“There are still a few things that are bothering
me.”

-Such as?-

“Well, such as, who sent the Hunters into the
wasteland to kill Ravenshadow and the valrik? Someone must have
hired them.”

-The king, obviously.-

“You see, that’s just it. Roland believed the Heart
of Nilak was going to take care of the valrik. Why would he risk
sending in Hunters? And what about Galan? He knew what the Heart
was. Why wait until they were on the border of the wastelands
before stealing it and running all the way to Shia to release it?
The Heart came to Azintar first. He could have released it then.
Why bring it to Balaa? And where was his tree?”

-His what? Now you’ve lost me.-

“His tree. There were four trees around the Heart
and three more in the distance. Boraro, Creech, Elmac, and Heaney
were standing near the Heart when the Maligar was released. If
Galan released it, shouldn’t his tree be there too?”

-What the hell are you talking about trees for? What
do trees have to do with anything?-

“They were trees, they were all trees. Somehow, in
some way, they were turned into trees.”

-Did you happen to take any blows to the head while
you were in the Maligar?-

“Fine, don’t believe me, but I’m telling you, they
were turned into trees.”

-You worry me, sometimes.-

“I worry myself, sometimes,” Kile said, tossing an
old blanket onto a pile of new straw. Lying down, she stared up at
the rafters. “It’s only that it’s not all coming together. Some
things still don’t make any sense.”

Grim sighed. -There are some things we are simply
not meant to know.-

“Like my father.
Why did he wait until now to tell me I wasn’t a Veller?”

-Your father? Now we’re talking about your
father?-

“Yeah, I spoke with my father. Or at least I think I
did, I mean, it could have been a dream or something.”

-You spoke to your dead father. Right. I’m out of
here. Take care of yourself.-

“Very funny, Grim.” Kile closed her eyes. “I should
probably get back to the Manor House. They’ll be looking for
me.”
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“There you are. Wake up.”

Kile opened her eyes to see Daniel staring down at
her again. He looked annoyed, but he always looked annoyed these
days. She was sure something else was bothering him besides
her.

“I bring you your supper, and you’re not in your
room. Even the guards didn’t know you left. What did you do, fly
out the window?”

“Something like that,” she said.

“I see you found Emara, or do you two just share a
common taste in clothing?”

“How did you know I was here, anyway?” she asked,
slowly getting to her feet. She brushed the straw from her
robes.

“Please, I might not understand you, but I do know
you. This was the first place I looked. You always went to the
stables when you wanted to think.”

“Am I that predictable?”

“Hardly, but you do have some habits. Now, let’s get
you back to your room.”

Her room? Funny, it didn’t feel like a room. It was
more like a cell, but if she wanted the answers she was looking
for, it was the best place to find them.

“Okay, okay, I’m coming,” Kile said, turning to the
mountain pony. “Grim, I’ll see you later, okay?”

-I’ll be here. All alone. With no apple pie in
sight.-

“I’ll see what I can do.” She laughed and lowered
her arm for Vesper to climb on. He took his usual place on her
shoulder.

Before she could walk away, Grim called out to her.
-Child, the answers you seek are right in front of you. You need
only open your eyes.-

“What do you mean?”

-You’ll know when you see them.-

“Come on, Ki. What’s taking you so long? The king
wants an audience with you after you clean yourself up, that
is.”

“I’m coming.”

She followed Daniel out of the stables, staying a
few steps behind him since he didn’t seem to want the company. He
was in a hurry to get back to the Manor House. It was only after he
passed the curly-haired man, with the long shaggy beard, he slowed
his place.

“Why did you sneak out, anyway?” he demanded when
she finally caught up to him.

“I don’t like being a prisoner. I never quite got
used to it. It’s a funny little quirk I have.”

Daniel sighed and his whole demeanor changed. For
the moment, he was the Daniel she remembered.

“You’re not a prisoner, Kile.”

“I’m not? You locked me in my room, you left me with
no clothes, and you posted guards at my door. What am I supposed to
think?”

“Okay, I’m sorry. There was a lot going on and we
didn’t want you to—”

“What, to run away?”

“You do have a habit of doing that.”

“I don’t do well in captivity, and I don’t like
being kept in the dark.”

“I’m sorry,” Daniel
said again. “There are things we can’t tell you. At least not
yet.”

“We? When did you and Roland become so…
buddy-buddy?”

“When I became his personal physician.”

Kile stopped walking. “When did that happen?”

“Well…” Daniel said, turning to look at her. But he
never looked at her, not directly. “It was when you were in the
Tower.”

“You mean before the script, before we even sailed
to that island. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it never came up.” He shrugged.

“Well, that would explain the extra coins in your
purse. The private practice must pay better,” Kile said when she
started to walk away. This time, Daniel had to catch up.

“It’s not just the coin,” he tried to explain. “I
felt confined in the Littenbeck Hospital. My skills were being
wasted. Working for the king, I have more freedom.”

“And the Hunters?” she asked.

“The Hunters are gone, Kile.”

“Not the new ones, not the… Veller… Hunters.”

She still didn’t like the name. It didn’t quite roll
off the tongue.

“I never wanted to be a Hunter in the first place,
you know that. The only reason I joined was to learn how to control
my Edge. Besides, why do you care about it? You’ve already left
them, twice.”

“That’s completely different.” She waved him off. “I
thought, with something like this, something that obviously means
something to you, you would have wanted to share it. We spent all
that time on the ship together and you didn’t think it was worth
mentioning?”

“I told you I was thinking of leaving the Hunters
and that I might have another job lined up.”

“Yeah, you said you were thinking about it. You
never said you actually did it. You led me to believe you were
still a Hunter all this time. I was afraid the Sons of Terrabin
were pressuring you, and here you are, the king’s physician. You
didn’t think it was worth sharing?”

“Why? It’s not like you share anything. You share
more with that damn horse of yours than you do with me or anybody
else. You’re more like those animals—” Daniel quickly stopped
himself. “I’m… I’m sorry I didn’t,” he stammered.

“No, you’re right. I’m more like an animal than I am
like a vir.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“No, but that’s what you were thinking, wasn’t
it?”

“No, but you have to admit, you spend more time with
animals than you do with people.”

“And what’s wrong with that? At least animals don’t
try to deceive you.”

“Nobody is trying to deceive you, Kile.”

“Sure, whatever.”

They walked the last block in silence until Daniel
stopped at one of the doors and knocked three times. A small window
opened and two eyes peered out.

“Daniel Leary, King’s Physician,” Daniel announced
in an authoritative voice.

There was a short pause before the eyes disappeared,
and the window closed. A few minutes later, the door opened. Daniel
stepped aside and waved Kile through.

Inside, the room
was dark and the air was cool and damp. Two guards stood on either
side of the door and watched Kile suspiciously as she moved to the
center of the floor. When Daniel followed her, the door closed and
locked behind them. For someone who wasn’t a prisoner, Kile felt
like a prisoner. The only thing missing was the chains.

A door, on the far side of the room opened, creating
a pathway of light that crossed the floor, ending at her feet. The
silhouette of a man in long black robes stood framed in the
threshold. Kile was amazed how much Jerald reminded her of
Ravenshadow. The king’s adviser walked toward them with a trail of
darkness following him. When he reached them, he looked at Kile
with disdain before turning his attention to Daniel.

“I see you finally found her,” he said. Clearly he
would have been happier if she had remained lost.

“I said I would,” Daniel said.

“Yes, you did, didn’t you? Well, it would seem we
have to get her… cleaned up first, before she can see His
Majesty.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll show her to her room.”

“You will find suitable clothing has been provided
as well as soap and water. Make sure she uses them.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Um, excuse me. I’m right here. I can hear you,”
Kile interrupted.

“My apologies… Mistress Veller,” Jerald said with a
stiff bow. “I did not mean to… offend.”

Somehow, Kile didn’t believe that. “Look, if Roland
wants to see me, I’ll go to him now. Just lead the way,”

“Ah, Mistress, I’m afraid that won’t be possible.
You’re not exactly… dressed to see the king.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I must have misunderstood you,” Kile
said. “I thought you said he wanted to speak with me, not my
clothes.”

One of the guards snickered and Jerald shot him a
look that quickly silenced him. Somehow, she sensed she wasn’t the
only one who disliked the man.

Forcing a smile, which didn’t fit his face, Jerald
turned back to Kile. “The king is busy at the moment. Mr. Leary
will show you to your room, where you can freshen up before you see
him. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have more pressing matters to deal
with.”

Pulling his robes around him, Jerald turned his back
on her and walked away.

“Funny how some people light up a room by leaving
it,” Kile remarked. She heard the guard behind her snicker
again.

“Come on, Ki, you shouldn’t annoy him like that,”
Daniel said when he led her to one of the side doors. “He’s the
king’s adviser. You should show him a little respect.”

“I was,” she protested. “I was showing him as little
respect as I could.”

She heard the guard laugh before the door closed
behind them.

Up a flight of stairs, across a hall, left at the
corner, and down another hall, Kile was back in her room. It was
exactly as she’d left it. Of course, that was only a couple of
hours ago. The only thing different was a plate of food on the
table and a green dress carefully draped over the back of a
chair.

“This must be what Jerald wants you to wear.” Daniel
picked up the dress and held it out to her.

“Surprisingly, I
kind of figured that one out for myself,” she said.

She took the dress from him and tossed it on the
bed.

“What? You don’t like it. I think it’s rather
pretty.”

“If you like it so much, you wear it.”

“Come on, Ki, it’ll bring out the color of your
eyes.”

Kile slowly turned toward him. “You know, you’re
starting to scare me right now.”

“What?”

“Just… nothing.”

Daniel walked over to the table to examine the plate
of food. “This is cold. I can get you something else from the
kitchen if you’d like.”

“What is with you?” she asked.

“What? What do you mean?”

“Is this what you mean by having more freedom?
You’re acting more like the king’s servant than the king’s
physician. Don’t you have some healing to do or something?”

“I was told to see to your needs,” Daniel said.

“My needs? I don’t need anyone seeing to my needs. I
can see to my own needs, thank you very much.”

“It’s either me or the nonays,” he threatened.

“Don’t you dare bring them in here.”

“Then behave yourself.”

“Fine, if I promise to wash up and put on the dress,
will you go away?”

“If that’s what you want.”

Kile looked at him suspiciously. “Seriously? Since
when has it ever been that easy?”

“Hey, I’m only looking out for you.”

“You have been, haven’t you? Ever since the
Tower.”

“What do you mean?”

“You were waiting for me outside the Tower. You paid
for the damage Grim did to the stables, you insisted on
accompanying me to Azintar. You’ve been keeping an eye on me this
whole time, haven’t you? That means Roland must have put you up to
it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Daniel
said a little too quickly.

Now some of the pieces were starting to fall into
place.

“Well, at least that explains something, but
why?”

“He worries about you, Kile. You gotta know by now,
he cares about you.”

“This is not happening.” Kile turned toward the open
window. The thought of flying away again was tempting.

“Besides. If I’m to be the royal couple’s
physician…”

“The what?” She turned on Daniel. “There is no
couple. That is not happening.”

Daniel grinned. “We’ll see,” he said in a singsong
voice.

“Out!” She pointed to the door. “Get out, or I will
set every dog in the Manor House on you.”

“I’m going, I’m going.” Daniel held his hands up and
backed toward the door. “But if you need—”

“Out.”

Daniel closed the door behind him, leaving Kile
alone in the room with the green dress. She picked it up, turned it
around, and threw it back on the bed.

“Tell me, Vesper. Why did I ever leave the
Maligar?”
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After washing up and taming her wild hair, Kile
reluctantly put on the green dress. It was pretty, in its own
right, but it wasn’t her. She would have preferred a pair of
pants.

“So, how do I look, Vesper?” she asked the
yarrow.

-We eat now?- he said.

“That bad, huh?”

Walking over to the table, she took a closer look at
what he left for her. There was a plate of salad, which was
half-eaten, and an empty bowl that once contained a soup or maybe a
stew.

“It looks like you
started without me,” she said, pulling apart the salad.

-Hungry,- the yarrow replied.

Kile pushed the tray away. It didn’t matter anyway,
she didn’t have much of an appetite. It was something Daniel had
said in jest that put knots in her stomach. The joke about the
royal couple may not have been a joke after all. Roland was king,
and as king he must have an heir, and to have an heir, he must have
a wife. The thought scared her more than the Maligar. Roland
already asked her once to stay with him; that was before she went
to the Tower. She never gave him an answer because she didn’t have
one. If he asked her tonight, what would she say?

A knock on the door saved her from having to think
through the problem. When she opened it, she found Daniel standing
on the other side.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Don’t tell me you were waiting all this time,” she
said.

“No, of course not. I… I had other things to
do.”

Kile glanced over at the chair in the hall. Somehow,
she didn’t quite believe him.

“So, Roland finally has time for me?” she asked,
walking back to the bed. She held her hand out for Vesper, who
quickly climbed up her arm and took his place on her shoulder. He
seemed to have a problem with the green dress’s ruffled collar and
kept chewing on it, to get it to lie flat.

“Don’t you think you should probably leave him
here?” Daniel suggested.

“Why would I do that?”

“Well, it’s not very… proper, if you know what I
mean.”

“Now you sound like Jerald.”

“I’m just saying…”

“Well, don’t. Are we going or not?”

“After you,” he said, stepping aside

The Manor House was well kept but had that rare
quality of being stuck in time. There was a lingering smell of
stagnation that flowed from underneath every surface. Daniel led
her through the halls, passing more doors than Kile cared to count.
There was no way she’d be able to find her way back to her room
without his help.

“So, is this still part of your duties, to keep an
eye on me?” she asked.

“Something like that.”

“Does this mean you are now my personal
servant?”

Daniel laughed. “Hardly. We’re a little short
staffed here, this not being the king’s residence. So, we all have
to pick up the slack, and since nobody else wants to come within a
hundred feet of you, I’m stuck with the job.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah, I’m serious. You scare people, Kile.”

“What did I do?”

“Well, for starters, you flew a dragon into a large
black cloud that nearly destroyed half a province and came out
without a scratch. It’s not exactly normal, so the people around
Yuton are a little… unsure about you.”

“I didn’t cause the Maligar,” she protested. “I
stopped it.”

“Oh, I know that, and so does Roland, which is why
we’re having the ceremony here.”

“Ceremony? What ceremony?”

“An award ceremony, in your honor, as well as a few
other locals, soldiers from the town, you know. You are going to be
knighted.”

“Me? Knighted? When?”

“Tomorrow evening, if all goes as planned. It’s one
reason we didn’t want you running away.”

“I’m going to be
knighted? Does that mean people are going to start calling me, Sir
Veller?”

“Well, no, it will be Lady Veller, or maybe even
Dame Veller.”

“Those aren’t much better.”

“It’s not all that important, what they call
you.”

“It is to me.”

“What I mean is, it’s more important they accept
you.”

“Why? Why should I care if they accept me?”

“Well… I’m not supposed to tell you.”

“Why not? What aren’t you telling me?”

“Oh, look. We’re here,” Daniel said, stopping at one
of the doors.

Kile looked up and down the hall, but there were no
marks on any of the doors to distinguish one from another. Were
they really where they were supposed to be, or did he just want to
end the conversation?

Her question was answered when Daniel pushed open
the door and steered her into a well-lit and finely furnished,
room. The floor was covered with a plush red carpet and the walls
were paneled in walnut. A high ceiling supported a silver
chandelier, which hung over a large table set for two. A roaring
fire in the fireplace added warmth to the atmosphere. The only
thing out of place, which instantly spoiled the mood, was
Jerald.

“Ah, Mistress Veller,” he said in his less than
enthusiastic voice. “I see you finally made it, and you brought
your… rat… as well.”

“Yarrow,” she corrected him.

“Of course,” Jerald said.

Stepping aside, he waved her into the room but
stopped Daniel before he could enter.

“You can go now, Master Leary,” he told him.

Daniel seemed surprised but wasn’t going to argue
with the king’s adviser.

When the door closed, Kile was alone in the room
with Jerald. This could get interesting, she thought.

“The king has been… detained,” he said, directing
her to the table.

“I thought he wanted to see me,” Kile said.

“He does, and he will when he gets around to it.
Until then, you must wait here.”

“Must I? How about this. I go back to my room, and
you can tell Roland where to find me. I’ll even promise not to
leave this time.”

“I’m afraid that is unacceptable,” Jerald said. “The
king is—”

“Right here.”

Roland entered through the door on the far side of
the room. He was dressed in his casual clothing with his hair
slightly messed up, looking much the same as he did when Kile first
met him in Windfoil. “Sorry I kept you waiting.”

“I just got here myself,” Kile said.

The king smiled and looked over at Jerald.

“I don’t think I’ll be needing you for the rest of
the evening,” he told him. “See that everything will be ready for
tomorrow.”

“As you wish, sir,” Jerald said with his stiff bow.
He looked as surprised at being asked to leave as Daniel was.

Roland waited until the door closed before he heaved
a heavy sigh.

“He’s a bit off-putting at times, isn’t he?” he
asked.

Kile laughed. “That’s putting it mildly.”

“Well, he’s good at what he does. That’s why I keep
him around.”

“He doesn’t like me very much.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that.” Roland pulled out
Kile’s chair. “He’ll get used to you.”

She hesitated
before sitting down. “Will he now?” she asked.

“He’ll have to.” Roland grinned, taking his own
seat. “You look very elegant this evening,” he added.

“I feel a little out of place,” Kile said. “I’m not
exactly used to these… things.”

“What things? You mean like having supper?”

“Well, maybe having supper alone with the king.”

Roland laughed. “Then don’t think of me as the
king,” he said. “Tonight, I am simply Roland Waltair.”

“That’s a little easier said than done.”

“There was a time when you thought I was merely a
servant.”

“And you went on letting me believe that.”

“I wanted to see how far you would go.” He smiled.
“Besides, when people find out you’re the king, they get all formal
on you. It was nice talking to someone who wasn’t afraid to speak
their mind.”

“And do you still feel that way?”

“With you? Yes.”

“I’m sure there are a few people who would warn you
about those feelings. Jerald, for one. He doesn’t like the way I
speak to you.”

“As I said, he’ll have to get used to it. As far as
I’m concerned, you may always speak freely with me.”

“You may regret saying that.”

“And why is that?”

“Because I have a few questions.”

Roland grinned and leaned back in his chair. “Ask
away. I have nothing to hide from you.”

“Very well. Who initiated the Hunter’s offensive
into the wastelands against the valrik?”

The grin slowly faded from his face. “Oh, you meant
real questions.”

“You said I could ask anything.”

“Well, yeah, but, is that honestly what you want to
discuss at a time like this.”

“At a time like what?”

“You know. Here. Now. You. Me. A roaring fire and a
good meal and nice bottle of wine. I’m sure we can come up with
something more… interesting to talk about.”

Kile thought about it for a moment and shook her
head. “No. Nothing comes to mind.”

“I see.” Roland leaned forward in his chair. “Well,
to answer your question. I was the one who sent the Hunters into
the wastelands. It was supposed to be a recon mission to gain some
information on the movement of the Uhyre. We had received
disturbing reports of them massing in the north and believed they
were preparing for another attack through the Denal region. When
your Guild Master Parker came to me proposing that a group of
Hunters could easily rectify the situation, it was not a difficult
decision to make. I sent them in to do what they were trained to
do.”

“I saw what they did,” Kile said. “And Hunters are
not trained to do that. They slaughtered an entire city of
valrik.”

“No. They defeated an army.”

“That was not an army. I know. I was there. I walked
among the dead. They were not armed, they were not fighting. It was
not a battle, it was a massacre.”

Roland got up from his chair and, stepping away from
the table, he paced.

“You can’t
seriously sit there and defend the Uhyre.” He ran his hands through
his hair, something he often did when he was annoyed. Kile could
tell he was trying to maintain his composure. “Do you not remember
the siege of Moran?” he asked.

That was a low blow.

“Of course I do.”

“And how many men, good men, died at the hands of
the Uhyre. This is a war, Kile. I’m sorry you don’t understand
that.”

“I understand a war ends when one side lays down
their weapons. Then it is a time for peace.”

Roland slowly shook his head. “And can you trust
them to honor that peace?” he asked. “The Uhyre were savages, Kile.
They were no more than wild animals.”

“There are some who say the same about me.”

“It’s not the same thing,” he said calmly. “Look, I
did what I thought had to be done. With the threat of the Uhyre in
the west neutralized, that leaves only Balaa.

“Balaa? What do they have to do with anything?”

Roland hesitated as if trying to decide how much he
could share. “It’s not common knowledge, but Anwar Shaheed of Balaa
was trying to take advantage of our war with the Uhyre. With most
of our men fighting on the western front, our fields went untilled.
We were forced to import more food and other needed supplies from
our neighbors to the east. Shaheed saw it as a way to cripple us
financially. We even received information he was planning a
full-scale invasion.”

“Balaa? That’s impossible. They’ve always been our
allies.”

“Things change, Kile. Shaheed has been trying to
expand into our territory for some time now. Our war with the Uhyre
was his best chance. We now believe he was even involved with the
Rojan incident last year.”

“But the Rojan attack was a misunderstanding. They
believed we crossed into their territory, destroyed their villages.
They were provoked by Ravenshadow. Balaa had nothing to do with
it.”

“That’s what we thought at first, but we’ve received
new information that said Shaheed promised the northern territories
of Aru to the Rojan Empire. We believe the initial plan was for a
three-prong attack. The Uhyre from the west, Rojan from the north,
and Balaa from the east. If you hadn’t stopped the Uhyre at Moran
and prevented the Rojan from reaching the pass of Lutmorli, Balaa
might have succeeded.”

“That sounds too unbelievable.”

“Tell me about it, but it also explains why Galan
was trying to bring the Heart of Nilak to Shaheed, so he could use
it as leverage against us. Unfortunately, you know how that turned
out. Master Boraro and Master Heaney got to Galan before he could
reach Balaa, and so he released the Maligar in the Shia Province.
Again, if you hadn’t stopped it, there’s no telling what would have
happened.”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense.”

Roland laughed. “It’s not supposed to make sense,
Kile. It’s politics.”

“I guess I’ll never understand.”

“Leave understanding it to me,” he said, returning
to his chair. “For now, let us enjoy the meal and the company.”

The meal was an
assortment of the finest fruits and vegetables the kingdom could
provide. There was a little something from every province and Kile
was determined to try them all. Roland even went as far as to serve
up a small plate for Vesper, so the yarrow wouldn’t keep stealing
food from theirs.

The rest of the evening was filled with pleasant
conversation. They covered a wide variety of topics from Coopervill
to Baxter’s Bay, from Alex’s shows to Kile’s sea voyage. They even
discussed the Veller Hunters and spent some time coming up with
alternate names for the new group, but always, Roland steered the
conversation to Kile’s past. He wanted to know everything about
her. Where she grew up, who her parents were, why she chose to
become a Hunter in the first place. Her personal life was not
something Kile wished to delve into, especially since learning her
father might not have been her father and she was simply a stray
found in the forest. She would casually change the subject when the
questions became too personal until Roland decided to venture into
the one area she feared the most.

“You know, you never answered my question,” he said,
leaning back in his chair. He was either not hungry or not much of
a vegetarian since he hardly ate anything.

“What question was that?” Kile asked. She didn’t
look at him. Instead she concentrated on the food in front of her.
It just so happened to be a taka fruit.

“The question I asked you before you headed off to
the Tower. Don’t you remember?”

Of course she remembered. How could she not? It was
in the back and in the front of her mind at various times over the
past few months.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to refresh my memory,” she
said.

“I asked about your plans now that the war is over.
Where are you going from here?”

“Is the war over?”

“The valrik are defeated, my brother is dead, the
pass to Rojan is sealed off, and as for Anwar Shaheed of Balaa,
well, that will be taken care of soon.”

Kile looked up from her fruit. “What do you mean,
soon?”

“There are plans in progress, nothing that you need
to concern yourself with. For you, the war is over. So, what now?
Are you going back to the Tower?”

“The Tower? No, there’s nothing more they can do for
me there.”

“I see. You’ve already told me you couldn’t go home,
and you’ve already seen Baxter Bay, so, what’s left?”

“I’ve always had a problem with taka fruit. Have you
ever tried it?”

“Yes, I have, and you’re avoiding the question.”

“What was the question again?”

Roland grinned. “What are your plans now that the
war is over?”

“I hadn’t thought about it,” she answered.

“Still taking one day at a time?”

“Something like that.”

Roland pushed himself away from the table and
casually walked around to Kile’s side. “You know what I’m asking
you.”

“I know.”

“So. Stay with me. Be my queen and we can rule this
kingdom together.”

Slowly, she looked up at him. “Why?”

The question took him by surprise. “What do you
mean, why?”

“I’m only a…
farmer’s daughter, some say cursed with Orceen blood. I’m a failed
Hunter. Twice. I’m pretty sure you could do a lot better than
me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re much more than that and
you know it. You’ve done a lot for me and my people,” he said,
taking her by the hand. “I care about you, Kile. I want you by my
side, and I know that’s what you want as well. The Accolade will be
tomorrow. Will you at least give me your answer by then?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Then I will wait until tomorrow,” he sighed,
releasing her hand.

Kile quickly got up from her chair. “I should
probably go now,” she said, grabbing Vesper from the table. “I have
a lot to think about.”

“I’ll have someone take you back to your room.”

“Good night, Roland.”

“Until tomorrow.”
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Tomorrow came too quickly. Kile lay in bed, staring
at the ceiling. She hadn’t slept much. Roland’s question kept her
awake. It wasn’t until the wee hours of the morning, she finally
reached a decision; but was it the right one? Was she making
another mistake, or was she finally doing what she wanted to do and
not what others wanted her to do?

“What do you think, Vesper?” she asked, turning to
where the yarrow was curled up on the pillow beside her. “Do you
think I’m making the right choice?”

His head shot up and he quickly looked around the
room. -Breakfast?-

“What is it with you and food?” she asked, although
she had to admit, she was pretty hungry herself. Last night, she
hadn’t eaten much. The conversation successfully cut the evening
short. She’d thought about grabbing a few pieces of fruit before
leaving but it might have been in poor taste. No need to give
Jerald something else to complain about.

“Maybe we should send for our new servant,” she
joked. “We’ll have Daniel bring us food from the kitchen, and we’ll
send him to the stables with an apple pie for Grim. I wonder how
someone goes about doing that.”

There was a quiet knock on the door. “Wow, that was
a lot easier than I thought,” she said, sitting up in bed.
“Enter.”

The door opened, but it wasn’t Daniel, who came in.
Instead, it was two nonays armed with grooming supplies. Pulling
her bedsheets tighter around her, Kile started having flashbacks of
her time in Moran.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

The elder nonay, a tall militant-looking woman, set
a few bundles down on the table before acknowledging Kile’s
existence. “We have been sent by Master Jerald,” she said, her
hands on her hips and a fiendish grin on her face.

Kile had a feeling Jerald chose this woman
personally. “Well, I don’t care who sent you. You can leave
now.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be acceptable, my lady.
Master Jerald has ordered us to prepare you for the Accolade this
afternoon.”

“Yeah, well, I can prepare myself, thank you very
much. You can go now. I’ll tell him you were here.”

“Master Jerald was quite clear: you are to be made
presentable for the ceremony… no matter what.”

That last part
sounded like a threat.

“Look, lady. I’ve taken on bigger and uglier things
than you, so if you don’t want to get hurt, I’d advise you to leave
now.”

“Master Jerald told us—”

“I don’t care what Master Jerald told you. I’m
telling you to get out. Good-bye. So long. See ya. You can leave
now.”

“I’m sorry, my lady. You’re not getting rid of us
that easily. We will get you ready for the Accolade whether you
like it or not.”

The two women started moving toward the bed but
stopped when they heard the distinct sound of something growling
behind them. Now it was Kile’s turn to grin fiendishly.

“I think my friends may have something to say about
that,” she said, pointing over the woman’s shoulder.

The nonays turned to see three large grey dogs
sitting on the floor behind them. No one moved until the center dog
got up and advanced a few steps toward the women. For every step
she took forward, the nonays took a step back. Kile was delighted
to see something scared them as much as they scared her.

-Are you in need of some help, sister?- the dog
asked.

“Do you think you could… you know… escort these
women out of my room?”

-But of course,- the dog said, and all hell broke
loose.

The dogs started barking, the women screamed, and
Daniel chose that moment to enter the room. The nonays nearly ran
him down as they made for the door. Two of the dogs chased the
women down the hall, while the third kept Daniel pinned to the
wall.

-I don’t like the smell of this one,- the dog said,
eyeing Daniel suspiciously.

-He seems… false.-

“No, he’s all right… sometimes,” Kile said.

The dog backed off, but only slightly. She kept a
wary eye on him. -I don’t trust him.-

Daniel slowly slid along the wall, trying to put
some distance between him and the watchful dog. “Kile, what’s going
on here?”

“Jerald decided to send a few of his minions to
torture me,” she answered.

Closing his eyes, Daniel took a deep breath. “You
know they were not here to harm you.” His tone was condescending.
“They were sent to help you get ready for the ceremony.”

“I don’t need help getting ready,” Kile
retorted.

“They were only doing their job.”

“Well, let them do their job elsewhere.”

“Kile, you’re being stupid.”

“Stupid,” Kile exclaimed, and the dog started
barking.

Daniel pressed himself even farther up against the
wall.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. I just meant… you were
being… uncooperative.”

“Yeah, well, I found cooperating with the vir often
gets me into more trouble than out of it.”

Climbing out of bed, she approached the table and
looked through the bundles the nonay brought. “What are you doing
here anyway, Daniel? Don’t you have better things to do?”

“I just came to see if you needed anything.”

Kile thought for a moment. “Well, you can get me and
my pack something to eat.”

“Your… pack?”

“Yeah, my brother and sisters,”

Daniel looked
toward the door where the other two dogs were sitting. “I can do
that.”

“Great, and make sure you bring something out to
Grim. An apple pie would be nice if you happen to have one already
made.”

“An apple pie?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“I’ll… check with the kitchen.”

“Wonderful. I suppose I should start getting ready
for the ceremony,” Kile said after pulling open the packs and
finding them filled with clothes. She was grateful to see at least
one pair of pants.

“I’ll go see to your breakfast now,” Daniel said and
carefully made his way past the dogs and out into the hall.

Kile waited until he left before she started
laughing. She felt bad, treating Daniel that way, but she got over
it pretty quickly.

“I can’t thank you enough for helping me out,” she
said, kneeling down in front of the dogs. “But I don’t even know
your names.”

-I am Shebara,- the first dog said and turned to the
other two who were guarding the door.

-He is Keefer and she is Lalina.-

“Well, I am very happy to meet all of you, but why
are you here, Shebara?”

-You were in danger. We heard you call, so we
came.-

“Well, I don’t know how much danger I was in, but I
am glad you came when you did. Won’t you get into trouble,
though?”

-Trouble?-

“Well, yeah. I mean, don’t you have to be somewhere?
Isn’t someone going to be looking for you?”

-No, there is no one looking for us at the moment,
we are simply… waiting.-

“Waiting? Waiting for what?”

-To go back to doing what we do.-

“And what do you do?”

-We walk the halls of the house to keep those who
shouldn’t be here from being here.-

“Oh, so you guard the Manor House, but why haven’t I
seen you before?”

-The vir have kept us from the house. Now we wait
until we are allowed back in.-

“Why are they keeping you out of the house?”

-We don’t know. The vir do what the vir do.-

Keeping the dogs out of the Manor House seemed a
little strange. There simply wasn’t any reason for it unless it was
because of the ceremony later that afternoon. Were the dogs known
to bite guests? Somehow, Kile doubted it. The situation reminded
her of the first time she visited Colonel Barshed before she knew
who he was. They not only removed the dogs from the colonel’s
compound but the horses as well. There were even archers on the
roof, and although she was told they were not there to shoot down
birds, she had her doubts. It was all done in an attempt to isolate
her from her world, to keep her friends at bay. Was that what they
were trying to do now? Were they trying to isolate her? For what
reason?

“If you don’t mind, can you guys stick around for a
while?” she asked the dogs. She was safer, more connected with them
nearby.

-We have no place else to go,- Shebara answered.

“They won’t miss you?”

-There are many where we are waiting. We all wanted
to come when you called but thought it better this way.-

“Roughly how many are there?”

-We are a large
pack,- Shebara answered, and in her words, Kile saw the Yuton
kennels. It was a large open area with around thirty or forty dogs
roaming free.

“Well, that’s good to know.” She got to her feet.
“Hopefully, Daniel will be back with something to eat.”

While opening the rest of the nonays’ bundles, Kile
tried to convince herself she was being paranoid. However, it
seemed every time she was worried, it was something worth worrying
about. Was this one of those times?

Questions led to more questions. There were always
more questions. They usually came after she finished answering the
last lot, but the questions would have to wait for now. Maybe she
would have more time after the ceremony. As a knight, she might get
even more answers.

Searching through the clothing, she eventually
selected a red dress and held it up in front of her while she
looked in the mirror. This one will get his attention, she thought
as she swished it around.

“I’m going to go get changed,” she told Shebara. “If
Daniel comes, try not to eat him.”

Taking the nonays’ bag of grooming supplies, she
retreated to the lavatory.

Kile wanted nothing more than to take a long hot
bath, but there wasn’t one available, so she settled with scrubbing
herself from head to foot with a washcloth and a basin. Looking
through the nonays’ supplies, she found a few scented soaps and
oils, as well as an assortment of goo stuffed into jars and
bottles. What she couldn’t identify, she left well enough alone. Of
the soaps, she found one with the faint scent of lavender. It
reminded her of Erin, and she wondered where the Lady Hunter was
now, and whether she would be at the ceremony. Knowing Erin, she
was already whipping the recruits into shape, preparing to release
a new crop of Hunters on the unsuspecting public.

Changing the water in the basin, Kile continued to
wash her hair and shook it out before running a comb through it.
With a thin leather strap, she found in the nonays’ bag, she pulled
back her hair and tied it into a tail. She was going through the
bag one last time when she heard the dogs in the other room and
knew Daniel had finally returned. Exiting the lavatory, she found
him standing in the doorway with a tray of food. None of the dogs
would let him pass.

“Lalina, Keefer, let him in, please.”

The two dogs reluctantly stepped aside, letting
Daniel enter. She found it strange they were so distrustful of him.
She never saw any animal react to Daniel in that way. Come to think
of it, since awaking in Yuton, she hadn’t seen too many animals
around.

“I managed to get a few scraps of meat for the dogs
and a bowl of fruit for you and Vesper,” Daniel said, setting the
tray down on the table. “Sadly, there are no apple pies in the
Manor, so I had some apples sent down to the stables. I hope that’s
all right.”

“What? Yeah, yeah, that will be fine, thank you,”
Kile said.

Daniel took the
plate of scraps off the tray and set it down for the dogs, but they
wouldn’t even look at it. They were too busy watching him. Although
he tried to hide it, Kile could tell they were making him
nervous.

“So, you decided to go with the red dress,” he said
while trying to ignore the dogs.

“You don’t like it?”

“On the contrary, it looks nice. You look very
nice.”

“Thank you, I suppose.”

“A little nervous about the ceremony, are we?” he
asked.

“I don’t know about you, but I am,” Kile said,
approaching the bowl of fruit. There was quite a selection to
choose from, although most of it was probably left over from last
night’s meal.

“It is actually a simple ceremony,” Daniel said.
“You don’t have to do anything. The king does all the work. He’ll
give a short speech and start awarding the medals. There are only
four people ahead of you, so you won’t have long to wait. When they
call your name, you walk down the aisle and kneel before the king.
He’ll say a couple of words and hang a medal around your neck.
After the ceremony, we’ll all be heading back to Azintar.”

All? Did that mean Roland already made up his mind?
He was going to ask her the question again, and this time she had
to give him an answer. Nothing about the ceremony would be
simple.

“I think I’ll go for a walk,” Kile said, heading for
the door. The three dogs got up to follow her, but Daniel blocked
her way.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” he told
her.

“I’m not going to run away. I promise.”

“It’s not that. It’s only, well, there are guests
coming.”

“And what? You think I’m going to scare them
away.”

“No, it’s just… it’s going to be a little chaotic
and maybe you should remain here until the ceremony starts.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing, because there’s nothing to tell,” Daniel
said. “Look, the king is meeting with someone this afternoon and it
would be best if you wait here. Keep the dogs in here with you, and
I’ll send someone to fetch you when the ceremony starts.”

Something more was going on here—something she
wasn’t supposed to know about.

“Fine. I’ll stay here.”

“Thank you,” Daniel said before leaving the room.
“I’ll send someone to fetch you—”

“I know, I know, when the ceremony starts,” she
finished for him.

“Yeah, stay put.” He closed the door behind him.

Kile stared at the door.

-I don’t trust him. He seems false,- Shebara said,
sitting down beside her.

“You know. I’m beginning to agree with you,” Kile
said. She turned to the table where Vesper was already deep in the
fruit bowl, digging out the grapes. “I need you to do something for
me,” she said to the yarrow.

-Help Kile.-

“Yes, I need your help.”
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Sitting on the bed,
Kile closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She had been putting
off this little trip for fear of what she might find. Letting
herself go, she sank deeper into her Edge, leaving behind
everything she was, everything she knew, until she stood, once
again, on the plains of Fthak’thun. It was so easy. For a moment,
she feared she’d never left and that when she opened her eyes, she
would still be inside the Maligar.

“So, you finally returned.”

Turning around, Kile found herself standing in the
middle of a field, surrounded by wildflowers. A great forest stood
in the distance with snow-peaked mountains rising above them. The
skies were blue, the air was clean, and a gentle breeze carried the
sweet smell of spring

Risa Ta’re was waiting for her.

“Am I—”

“Yes, you are in Fthak’thun.”

“But it’s—”

“I know. It is slowly reclaiming itself to become
what it once was before the Maligar poisoned it.”

“But it’s only been a day.”

“A day to you maybe, but here, time has no
meaning.”

“It better have some meaning. I’m due back for a
knighting in a few hours.”

Risa laughed and it was a clear, carefree laugh. Not
like the one Kile was so used to hearing in this place.

“I shouldn’t worry about that,” the Alva said. “You
still have one foot in the mortal realm, so time for you moves as
it always has.”

“So, it’s truly gone, the Maligar that is.”

“Yes, it is gone, but the troubles it caused
remain.”

“Yeah, well, they’re not my troubles. Not anymore,”
Kile said. “Let someone else handle them. I’m finished.”

“Others are handling them in their own way, in their
own time.”

“Well, at least that’s something.”

As Risa started walking, the tall grass parted,
creating a path for her to follow.

“So, what troubles you?” the Alva asked. “Why are
you here? I can see you still have questions. Maybe you are not as
finished as you might have thought.”

“Maybe I’m not.” Kile caught up to her. “There are
still things I don’t understand.”

“There will always be things you will not
understand. At some point, you must accept this. If you do not, if
you linger too long on them, you may find answers you’re not
willing to accept. Answers that are best left unknown,” Risa
explained.

“But isn’t it better than not knowing?” she
asked

“Sometimes it is, and sometimes it isn’t.”

“Why do I have a feeling, no matter what I ask, I’m
not going to get a straight answer?”

“That would depend on—”

“The question,” Kile finished for her. “Yeah, I kind
of figured that out.”

Risa laughed her carefree laugh again. “I am sorry.
It is not that I don’t wish to answer your questions, I simply
cannot. I’m afraid I am not an oracle. Much of the world is
shielded from me since my coming here. I don’t know all the
answers.”

“I’m not looking for all the answers,” Kile said.
“Just a few.”

“Then what are your questions?”

“Well, for starters, why did Galan take the Heart of
Nilak all the way to the Shia Province before releasing the
Maligar?”

Risa gave Kile an
apologetic smile. “I regret that is one of those questions I cannot
answer since I was not there, but maybe he can,” she added,
pointing to someone behind Kile.

When Kile turned around, she saw a tall, dark man
with wild black hair. His face was showing signs of age, and
although he smiled, he was sad.

“Nilak?” she whispered.

“It is good to see you again, Miss Veller,” he said
in a quiet, yet rational, voice. “Although I doubt if you are
pleased to see me.”

“I don’t know about pleased, but I am surprised. Are
you…”

“Sane?”

Kile thought about it for a moment and shrugged.
“Okay, we can go with that.”

Nilak took a deep breath and sighed. “I am getting
there,” he said. “It is a slow process, but at least now I know who
and what I am, but you wanted to know about Galan.”

“Yes, he was a—”

“I know who Galan Tasara was,” Nilak said
remorsefully. “He was an Alva filled with despair, hatred, pain,
and a little too much pride. Much like most of his people. You were
right about him. He wished nothing more than to set me free within
the City of Azintar, but they never gave him the chance.”

“Who didn’t give him the chance?”

“The vir known as Garret Boraro and Ernesto Creech.
Galan Tasara never returned from Shenataesi.”

“Wait. Are you saying they… killed him on the
Charlotte?”

“The desire for power has always corrupted the souls
of the vir. It was why the Orceen could never reason with them,
although I can’t say we fared all that well with the Alva,
either.”

“Okay, wait a minute. I’m confused. If what you’re
saying is true, and Galan never returned from the island, he
couldn’t have been the one who released you. It also means he was
never trying to take you to Balaa, but then why was the Heart
opened in Shia, and who opened it?”

“It was the vir known as Elmac Okalis who released
me, although I do not think he understood what I was, or more
accurately, what I had become.”

“Elmac? But he was a mystic, a scholar. Why would he
release you, and again, why in the Shia Province?”

“I do not know, but I do not believe he intended to.
All I know is, an argument ensued among the vir, which ended in my
release. At that moment, nothing else mattered to me. I was
free.”

The problem with the story was that somebody was
lying to her, and Kile was afraid she already knew who.

“I have to go back,” she said, turning to Risa.

The Alva gave Kile a sympathetic look. Did she know
the answer as well?

“It is as I said, Kile. Sometimes it’s better not to
know,” she added.

“You’re right. I guess I never fully understood the
vir to begin with,” Kile said.

“You must find your own way in their world. You must
learn how to live among them if you wish to survive,” Nilak told
her.

“Thank you. I suppose I always knew that as well.
I’ll return here when I can.”

“I will not be here when you do,” Risa said. “My
time here is over. Fthak’thun no longer needs me.”

“Where will you go?”

The Alva smiled and
took Kile’s hand. “There are still many places for me to see, but
do not worry, I will wait for him, and when his time comes, we will
see those places together. Tell him, when you see him again, that
it wasn’t his fault. He’ll know.”

“Even though I’ve just met you, I’m going to miss
you.”

“Do not mourn for me, for we shall meet again but
not in this world.”

“I’ll let him know you’re waiting for him.” Kile
released Risa’s hand. She turned to Nilak. “And what about you?
What will happen to you?”

“I must remain here,” he answered. “There is still
much that needs to be healed. If I, in any way, can make up for the
damage I have done, it is what I must do.”

“I wish you well, Nilak. I really do. I know you
never wanted any of this to happen.”

“I thank you, Kile, and I am sorry for the pain I
have caused you. If there is anything I can do to make amends, if
you ever need my guidance, you have only but to ask. There is still
much this old Orceen can teach you.”

“Thank you, there is so much I want to know about
the Orceen.”

“Then return here, and I will tell you all you need
to know about us, about your people, your gifts, and your
father.”

“My father? What about my father?”

-Father? I am sorry, I know nothing about your
father,- Shebara said.

Opening her eyes, Kile quickly looked around the
room. Nilak was gone, Fthak’thun was gone, and she was, once again,
sitting on her bed, staring at the wall.

“How long was I away?” she asked Shebara.

-Away? You never left. You have been sitting here
all this time,- the dog said.

“Yes, of course I have.” Kile said, getting to her
feet. “How long have I been sitting there.”

-Awhile… maybe.-

Dogs had a funny sense of time.

Opening the window, Kile looked out on the streets
of Yuton. Judging by the sun’s position, it was almost noon. The
ceremony was only a couple of hours away. They would be coming for
her soon to get her ready for her knighthood.

Suddenly, the fruit bowl toppled over as a yarrow
tried to pull out the last bunch of grapes.

“Vesper, you’re back.”

-Been back. You asleep,- the yarrow said. Freeing
one of the grapes, he started eating it.

“I wasn’t sleeping, I was meditating.”

-Eyes closed, so you asleep.-

“Fine, I was asleep,” Kile conceded, sitting down at
the table. “So, did you follow him?”

-Followed healer, found room, kissy man inside.-

“Please do not refer to him as that. His name is
Roland.”

-Roland. What Roland?-

“Never mind. Who else was there?”

-Man wearing night and tall metal men.-

“Metal men? The man wearing night was probably
Jerald, but who are the metal men? Are they soldiers?”

-Don’t know. Wear metal.-

“All right, you better show everything,” Kile said
as she got comfortable and closed her eyes. It wasn’t long before
she connected with Vesper, and he showed her what he saw.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Vesper didn’t
actually follow Daniel. Instead, he took his own route through the
Manor House, but they ended up in the same place. While Daniel
entered through the door, the yarrow came in through a small mouse
hole underneath the hutch. Kile had never seen the room before,
although it was difficult to tell, from her vantage point. It was
well carpeted with paneled walls and could have been the same room
she’d had supper in the night before, except there was no
fireplace. As she peered out from under the skirt, she could see
Roland sitting behind his desk. He was having a heated discussion
with his adviser and looked agitated. Jerald, on the other hand,
looked annoyed, but he always looked annoyed.

“… and you are to cut her some slack,” Roland was
saying, pointing a finger at the dark-robed man.

“But sir, she is so… unrefined.”

“I don’t care, Jerald. This means a lot to me. If
you screw this up by alienating her, you may find yourself looking
for a new job.”

“Yes, sir, of course, sir.”

Roland gestured for Daniel to take a seat. “So, is
everything going as planned? Will she be ready?” he asked.

“I think so, sir,” Daniel answered. “There was just
a small problem with the nonays.”

Roland slowly looked over at his adviser. “Nonays? I
thought we decided there would be no nonays.”

“But, sir, I simply thought she would need some
assistance getting ready.”

“She doesn’t need assistance, Jerald. She has proven
she can take care of herself. Daniel, let the nonays know they
won’t be needed.”

“Oh, well, sir, you see, it’s kind of been taken
care of.”

“What do you mean?”

“She had the dogs chase them out of the room. They
ran screaming down the hall and hid in the lavatory.”

“Oh, yes, this is going to work out very well,”
Jerald mumbled.

“Enough,” Roland said, shaking a finger at his
adviser. “This is why I told you to leave her be. We have to tread
lightly.” He turned back to Daniel. “Where did she get the
dogs?”

“They’re our dogs, sir. They must have come in from
the kennels.”

“How many?”

“I only saw three.”

Roland fell silent for a moment and turned to
Jerald. “I want you to make sure there are no other dogs running
loose in the Manor House. Leave the three. As long as they stay
with her, they shouldn’t be a problem. Post a guard at the end of
the hall to watch. Let me know immediately if any of them leave the
room.”

“Of course, sir.” Jerald pulled open the door. “The
guards are now watching the watchdogs,” he mumbled.

When the door closed, Daniel leaned forward in his
chair. “Are you sure this is wise?” he asked Roland.

“I know what I’m doing.”

“I hope so. I’ve known Kile a long time, and she can
be… unpredictable.”

“Yes, I am aware of that,” Roland said, looking
around the room, but he wasn’t looking around as a normal person
would. He was looking at the base of the walls and in the corners.
He was even trying to look under the hutch and was getting up from
his seat to get a better look when somebody knocked on the
door.

Roland quickly sat
down and motioned for Daniel to answer it. When the door opened,
someone in the hall spoke.

“Hunter Leary,” he said, noticing Daniel.

Kile didn’t recognize the voice.

“I’m not a Hunter anymore,” Daniel told him.

“No, of course not.” The man in the hall
sarcastically replied, stepping into the room. All Kile could see
were his iron-shod boots when he walked past the hutch. He took a
seat on the far side of the room. Another man entered wearing the
same type of boots but stood silently by the door.

“Master Parker, thank you for coming,” Roland said
to the newcomer.

Could this be Parker, the new head of the Hunter’s
Guild?

“Your Highness.”

Roland leaned forward in his chair, clasping his
hand in front of him on the desk. “So, tell me something good for a
change.”

“Well, it would seem, despite our little setback,
everything is moving as planned.” There was a smugness to Parker’s
voice.

“Little setback,” Daniel exclaimed. “You nearly
destroyed an entire province.”

“A minor province,” Parker pointed out. “It was one
of the reasons we chose to take it through Shia in the first place.
Would you have preferred we take it farther south, like through
Sutton? The threat would have been far greater—it could have even
affected Baxter’s Bay. This way, we lose what? A few farms?”

“Still,” Roland interrupted. “I thought your men had
it under control.”

“We did, well, until the mystic got curious. I told
you before, we should have dealt with him earlier.”

“Like you did Galan?” Daniel asked.

“I thought you’d be happy with his demise,” Parker
said. “Didn’t they try to kill your little friend? Besides, you
have to make sacrifices for peace.”

“Peace.” Daniel laughed. “Is that what you think
you’ve accomplished?”

“Of course,” the Hunter answered. “Haven’t you heard
the news? Balaa was responsible for the darkness that spread across
the Shia Province. A preemptive attack to force us into an unfair
trade negotiation.”

“And you think people are going to believe
that?”

“They already do. Look, I was all for the original
plan, but hey, you have to improvise. If we can’t destroy Balaa
directly, misinformation is as good as anything. Now there will be
no complaints when the Hunters retaliate.”

“Easy now, Master Parker,” Roland said. “We hold off
on any large-scale assaults until we have a better idea of what
Shaheed is willing to do.”

“You know what he is willing to do.”

“I do, but we also have to think about our economy.
The war took a heavy toll on us, not only in manpower but in
productivity. We wait until spring. The scars of the war will heal
a bit by then. The people will more receptive.”

“I disagree, Your
Highness. I say, strike while the iron is hot. This can actually
work to our benefit. The people believe Balaa was responsible for
the black cloud. We can use this opportunity to show the citizens
their lords are not prepared for such attacks. This is your chance
to do away with the provinces and unite the kingdom, once and for
all.”

“And what if the lords have a problem with that?”
Daniel asked.

“The Hunters will deal with it,” Parker answered.
“It is why you hired us.”

Roland thought for a moment and slowly nodded. “He
makes a good point, Daniel. This may have worked in our favor. If
we had released the Maligar in Balaa as we originally planned, we
would have ended the threat too quickly. There would have been no
reason to disband the Council of Lords. Now the provinces see they
are vulnerable.”

“They will be begging the crown for protection,”
Parker added. “Hell, if we play it right, they may even remove the
lords themselves.”

“I suppose,” Daniel reluctantly agreed. “It would
bring an end to the infighting.”

“Of course it would,” Parker said. “Most of these
peasants don’t even know who governs them. They don’t care if it’s
a lord or a king. In fact, I daresay, most would prefer the king.
It offers them some small sense of stability and belonging. We are
doing them a favor.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“Sometimes you have to force people to change in
order to help them,” Roland added. “I only wish my brother had seen
it earlier.”

“Then it’s settled.” Parker shifted in his seat and
leaned toward the king. “That only leaves the matter of… the
girl.”

“Leave her to me, Master Parker,” Roland said. “I
have it all under control.”

“I would like to believe that, Your Highness, but
the information my men have gathered leaves me in doubt. Her skills
are unknown, unnatural. She is a freak of nature and that makes her
uncontrollable. She also knows the truth, and that makes her
dangerous. I think you should leave her to us.”

“And what?” Daniel asked. “Will you handle her like
you did Master Adams?”

“I regret what happened to Master Adams, but, you
have to understand, he was a liability. He was getting too close to
the truth. Besides, I think we can find a more suitable arrangement
for her. Wild animals should be kept in cages.”

“Wild animals can also be tamed. It all comes down
to how you break them,” Roland said. “Once she is mine, I will keep
her on a short leash and train her properly. Her skills will be a
great asset to us.”

Parker sighed. “I hope you know what you’re doing,”
he said before getting to his feet. “Wild animals have also been
known to turn on their trainer, often with disastrous results.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

The silent man opened the door and stepped out into
the hall. Parker stopped in the doorway and turned to the king. “I
will report to you when I receive news from my men in Balaa.”

“I will be
waiting,” Roland said. He waited until the door closed before
turning to Daniel. “So, what is it? You seemed put out by your new
Guild Master.”

“I am no longer a Hunter. Therefore, he is no longer
my Guild Master,” Daniel said.

“Fair enough, so what is your concern?”

“I don’t trust him. I think he’s planning
something.”

“Of course he is,” Roland said. “If there is one
thing you must understand, everybody wants something. It’s a matter
of finding out what it is and using it against them before they can
find out what you want and use it against you.”

“Seems a little cynical.”

Roland laughed as he got up from his desk and walked
around to the front. He sat on the edge and placed a hand on
Daniel’s shoulder.

“That is life, my friend,” he explained. “Take you,
for instance. You wanted acknowledgment for your skills. You
definitely weren’t getting it at the Guild Hospital. There, you
were merely another healer, but here, you are the king’s physician.
You can’t deny that when you walk down the streets now, people stop
and notice. They know you and they know what you can do.”

“And you used that against me?”

“Of course I did. How else would I have gotten you
to spy on Kile? Though I must say, you didn’t exactly do a good job
at keeping her out of trouble. Fortunately everything worked out in
the end. Maybe not as planned, but you can’t expect
perfection.”

“I suppose not.”

“Don’t look so gloomy, Danny. This is a big day for
your friend. You should be happy for her. Not only is she being
knighted, but she’s getting married. There’s still a couple of
hours before the ceremony, and I hear one of your other little
friends is performing at the Fat Gopher. Why don’t you go see his
show.”

“Maybe I will. I’ll check in on Kile when I get
back.”

“There you go. Things are looking up, Danny.”

When Daniel left through the door, Vesper left
through the hole in the wall, beneath the hutch.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


Kile opened her eyes and stared at Vesper, but she
wasn’t actually seeing the yarrow; she wasn’t seeing anything. She
was completely numb. The one person she considered her best friend
had betrayed her. And what about Roland. The man she… what… almost
married? The thought sent a shiver down her spine. How could she
have gotten it so wrong? How could she have missed it? It was all
there, right in front of her, but she refused to see it. They
played her. They played her right from the beginning. That’s why
Daniel was waiting for her outside the Tower. That’s how he knew
she was summoned to the palace, why he never let her out of his
sight, why he kept trying to talk her out of reading the temple
walls. He was trying to keep her from learning the truth. They used
her. Daniel, Roland, Heaney, how many more people were in on
it?

Getting to here feet, she walked toward the door and
stopped. Where was she going? What was she going to do? Was she
going to confront the king, here, in the Manor House? Did she even
want to?

She thought she’d
found solid ground, some stability in her life, but it was all
falling away beneath her. Nilak told her she would have to find her
own way, that she had to learn how to live among the vir, but why?
They didn’t want her—they never did.

Turning back to the table, she grabbed the bundles
and pulled them apart, tossing the clothing carelessly onto the
floor until she found what she was looking for. A pair of pants and
a simple shirt. She tied them together and set them aside before
getting undressed.

“Get ready, Vesper, we’re going,” she told the
yarrow. “Shebara, Keefer, Lalina, I am going to need your
help.”

-Anything, Kile,- Keefer said.

“When I tell you to, I need you guys to run through
the halls. Split up. They’ll be waiting for us.”

-Leave it to us,- Shebara added.

Four dogs ran out of the room, one of them was
carrying a bundle of clothes in her mouth and had a yarrow on her
head.

 


~~~***~~~

 


 


It wasn’t difficult getting past the guards. Kile
thought they would attempt to capture the dogs or at least try to
stop them, but instead, they ran away from them. The guards
actually scattered when the four dogs ran down the hall. Once they
reached an intersection, they split up. Shebara stayed with Kile as
Keefer went one way, and Lalina when the other.

-This way,- Shebara called out as she led Kile
through the Manor House. She took her through the staff wing,
scaring the hired help. Down the back stairs and through the
kitchen, they exited through the service door and into the alley.
When they reached the streets of Yuton, they slowed their pace.

-Thank you, Shebara. I would never have been able to
find my way out.-

-There is no need to thank me,- Shebara said.

-Still, I hope you don’t get into trouble for
this.-

-We will not get into trouble. The vir do not know
one of us from another. Only those who feed us do, and they will
not tell.-

-I hope you’re right.-

-Where will you go now, Kile?-

-I’m not entirely sure. At the moment, I want to get
Grim and get out of here. I’ll know where I’m going when I get
there.-

-I wish you well, sister.-

-Thank you again, for everything.-

Shebara returned to the alley while Kile headed
toward the stables. She casually walked past the curly-haired man
with the long beard, who was now mending an old saddle. He glanced
up from his work but paid her little heed. It was almost as if
seeing a dog with a yarrow on their head, was a common occurrence.
Making her way to the back of the stables, she found Grim.

-Oh, no, what have you done now, child,- he said
upon seeing her.

Kile took the empty stall beside the mountain pony
and quickly changed back to her vir form. The transformation was
all too easy and she was beginning to understand why the Orceen
chose to remain in their new shapes.

“I didn’t do
anything… yet,” she said, untying her clothes and getting dressed.
Pants and a simple shirt were all she needed and all she wanted.
Boots would have been nice, but they weren’t necessary. Animals
don’t wear shoes. Besides, it would have been difficult carrying
them through the Manor House.

-I take it we are leaving?- Grim asked.

“They lied to me, Grim. All of them. I can’t trust
any of them anymore.”

-Isn’t that a bit of an exaggeration? What of that
little fellow, you know, the one who makes the pretty images?-

“Alex?”

-If that’s what you call him. Has he lied to
you?-

“Alex? No, Alex has never lied to me.”

-And what of the colorful airhead?-

“Emara is not an airhead. She might be a bit flighty
at times, but she’s not an airhead.”

-Whatever, has she ever lied to you?-

“No. Of course not. Okay, maybe everybody hasn’t
lied to me, but some people have.”

-What did you expect, child? They are vir. They lie
all the time.-

“Yeah, well, it doesn’t matter. I’m still
going.”

-Just like that?-

“Yeah, just like that. I’m finished with the lot of
them.”

-And so you’re simply going to walk away?-

“What’s with you? You’re always ready to leave at a
moment’s notice. Why not now?”

-I didn’t say I wasn’t ready to leave.-

“So, what, you think I should stay?”

-I didn’t say that.-

“Then you think I should leave?”

-I didn’t say that either.-

“So, now, all of a sudden, you don’t have an
opinion. I find that a little hard to believe.”

-All I’m asking is, why the rush to leave this
time?-

Kile thought about it and shrugged. “Because… they
lied to me.”

-It wouldn’t be the first time. Try again.-

Kile took a deep breath and sighed. “Because they
betrayed me. They used me. They want to continue this senseless
war, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them.”

-The vir will do what the vir will do. They always
have. It is in their nature. You can no more change them than stop
the sun from rising.-

“So what should I do?”

-Nothing.-

“Then we’re leaving.”

-But… do you honestly want to leave this way?-

Kile grinned. “You’re right. I still have one last
thing I have to do.”

-I kind of thought you did.-

“Thank you, Grim,” she said, stroking the mountain
pony’s nose. She lifted Vesper off her shoulder and placed him on
the horse’s head. “You wait here, Vesper. I think I should do this
alone.”

-I’ll pick you up out front, after the
ceremony.-

“Don’t be late.”

 


Kile made her way back into the Manor House, through
the servant’s entrance. She was surprised to see Shebara still in
the kitchen. It was almost as if the dog expected her to
return.

-I thought you were on your way,- she said when she
saw Kile.

“I was, but I realized I had some unfinished
business.”

-Is there anything I can do to help?-

“As a matter of fact, there might be.”

After telling Shebara what she needed, Kile
continued through the staff wing. She didn’t care if the guards saw
her this time. There wasn’t anything they could do. At best, they
would escort her back to her room, and since that’s where she was
going, it wouldn’t’ make much difference.

When she reached
her room, she found the red dress still lying on the bed. The rest
of the clothes were scattered across the floor. Kile picked up most
of the clothes and tossed them into the corner before sitting down
on the bed to wait. It was only a matter of time before Daniel, or
even Jerald, came in to check on her if they hadn’t already. She
knew they were watching for the dogs, so when the dogs left,
someone should have noticed.

Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait too long before
the door flew open and Daniel stumbled in. He was surprised to find
her sitting there.

“You’re here,” he said, trying to catch his
breath.

“And where else would I be?” she asked.

“It’s just that… when I came to get you, you weren’t
here.”

“I wasn’t? I was probably in the loo.”

“Oh, I suppose that’s possible,” he said, although
she could tell he didn’t believe her. “And well, the dogs. You
know, when we heard they left your room…”

“You figured I went with them.”

“It did kind of cross my mind.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

“No, I’m glad, I mean, you know, we didn’t want you
to miss the ceremony,” he stammered.

“Oh no, we can’t miss the ceremony, can we?”

Daniel glanced at the red dress lying beside her.
“Are you all right, Kile?”

“Couldn’t be better.”

“I thought you were going to wear the dress.”

“I had second thoughts. It didn’t suit me.”

“Well, it’s just that Roland wanted…”

“I’m pretty sure I know what Roland wanted,” Kile
said. She picked up the dress and tossed it to Daniel. “You can
give it back to him. I think he can figure out where to… put
it.”

“Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine. Are we going, or what?”

“Um, yeah… yeah, I… I guess.”

“Good.” Kile rose from the bed. “I was getting bored
waiting.”

When they got to the door, Daniel stopped her. “Did
you want me to find you a pair of shoes or boots or something?”

Kile looked down at her bare feet. “Why?”

“Um, you know, so you can… wear them?”

“Not particularly,” she said, pushing past him and
stepping out into the hall. Having no idea which way to go, she
decided to let him lead.

Daniel, once again,
took her down the many intersecting hallways of the Manor House.
Left here, past that one, right down the next. The designer of the
house must have been quite mad as halls led to more halls and all
the doors looked alike. There wasn’t an ounce of creativity
anywhere. Nothing on the walls, save for the flickering sconces,
which barely lit the area they were supposed to light. They were
walking between endless bands of shadows. If it wasn’t for the
noises up ahead, Kile would have sworn Daniel was taking her in
circles. As it was, they turned down yet another hallway, although
this one was wider than the others and actually ended in a set of
double white doors. Of course, they didn’t use them. Daniel took
her through one of the many side doors, where they walked in
darkness until they came to a room occupied by four men. These must
have been the other recipients as they were all dressed in their
fineries. When they entered, the four men eyed them warily. Daniel
seemed nervous, almost apologetic, for bringing Kile to them.

“You’ll have to wait here,” he told her. “I’ll come
and get you when they are about to call your name.”

“Fine, whatever,” she said.

Daniel left through the door on the opposite side of
the room while Kile continued to examine her surroundings, not that
there was much to see. Like the rest of the Manor House, it was
sparse, with only a row of chairs running along three sides of the
room and the low wooden table sitting in the middle of them. There
were no pictures on the walls or curiosities to look at, and it
seemed the only thing you could do, in a room like this, was to sit
and wait. There was, however, a bowl of fruit on the table, which
reminded Kile she was hungry.

The four men, who seemed to know one another, or
didn’t want to know her, sat together on the opposite side of the
room. It wasn’t difficult to tell they were soldiers. They were all
wearing their uniforms, although the uniforms didn’t match. They
were probably from different units or even different provinces.
Kile never bothered to learn which colors belonged to which lords,
and if Roland had his way, it wouldn’t matter anymore, anyhow.

Whispering behind their hands, they cast the odd
glance in her direction. Although she couldn’t hear everything they
said, she did catch a few scattered words: Wild Hunter, dangerous,
animal, dragon, and musical, although she didn’t think musical had
anything to do with her. The only instrument she’d ever played was
a small flute, which she lost some time ago. They appeared
uncomfortable being in the same room with her, although she didn’t
know why. What did they think she was going to do? Grabbing an
apple from the fruit bowl, Kile sat down in one of the chairs,
opposite the soldiers, and put her feet up on the table.

As Daniel explained
it to her, the ceremony was quite simple. Following the fanfare and
the well-wishing, the king would give his usual long and drawn-out
speech, after which, each medal recipient would be called to the
stage, one at a time, to collect their reward. The four soldiers
would be going first, which was obvious since one had just
left.

Now there were three, and they looked even more
nervous than they did before. At first, Kile was curious about
which stories they heard about her, and more importantly, who was
telling them. But, after a while, she liked the fact these three
large, battle-tested men were uneasy about being in the same room
with her.

When they came for the second man, he seemed
relieved to be next, even if it meant leaving his two friends
behind. He looked back one last time before the door closed, and
Kile waved to him. The look on his face was comical. She thought
about Nilak. Was she slowly becoming as insane as he was? Maybe she
should stare at the other two and laugh maniacally. If nothing
else, it would be interesting to see what they would do.

They came for the third soldier, and he was all too
eager to leave, nearly knocking over the young boy who came to
collect him. When the door closed, it was only Kile and the last
recipient. He was looking everywhere but at her. Up at the ceiling,
down at the floor, anyplace where his eyes didn’t meet hers.

When the door opened again, the man was up and out
of his chair before the boy even entered the room. This time Kile
did laugh as the door closed and they left her alone.

As she waited for Daniel, she wondered why she
didn’t simply walk away. She had nothing to prove, at least not to
anybody here. The whole thing seemed ridiculous. She could have
been out of the city and halfway to… well, wherever she was going.
Why was this so important? Why couldn’t she just let it go? Before
she could find the answers, the door opened again.

“You ready?” Daniel asked.

Kile placed her apple core on the table and grabbed
another from the fruit bowl before following him out of the
room.

She could sense his uneasiness; it was almost
palatable. She wanted to ask him why he betrayed her, why he
abandoned what he believed in, but she was afraid she already knew
the answer. She had mistakenly believed he was an outsider, like
herself, but it simply wasn’t the case. He was an “in-betweener.”
Always on the fence, never taking sides. If she wanted to be honest
with herself, she never knew what he believed in. Maybe this was
what he wanted all along. So, in a way, he didn’t betray her, but
he did disappoint her.

They walked through
darkness, the room once again unlit. Daniel opened yet another
door. That’s when the bright light assaulted them. Kile had to
shield her eyes as she continued, and when she finally blinked back
the brightness, she found herself in a large auditorium with
vaulted ceilings and crisscrossing rafters. Open windows, high
above, not only let in the light but the air as well. Open doors
circled the room and hundreds of vir filled the seats, and those
vir were all looking at her. The last time this many vir shared a
collective interest in her was when she was being tried for
treason.

“Go ahead,” Daniel said, prodding her forward. He
pointed to a narrow aisle that ran between the masses. At the other
end, a set of steps led up to a raised platform. On the platform
were the four recipients, along with Jerald, the king’s adviser,
and of course, Roland Waltair, the king himself.

Kile closed her eyes and took a deep breath before
falling into her Edge. She stretched her consciousness past the
walls of the Manor House, out into the city and beyond. She felt
the birds in the air, the cats and dogs in the streets, the horses
in the stables, and the rats in the cellars. Those were her
friends, her family, and they were all waiting.

Opening her eyes, she slowly started down the aisle.
There was a murmur of voices behind her when she apprached the
stage. She could already see the confusion on Roland’s face as she
came closer, but it was nothing compared with the outright disgust
on Jerald’s. He shuffled, nonchalantly, to the king’s side and
whispered something into the royal ear. Whatever it was, Roland did
not appreciate it. It was clear, Kile was not living up to the
decorum that had been carefully planned. Instead of the pretty
little doll in the red dress they expected, they got something
entirely different. With her mess of red hair, her baggy shirt, her
riding pants, and her bare feet, they were seeing her for who she
was: the Wild Hunter.

Before she reached the stage, Kile glanced up to see
a crow fly in through one of the open windows. He perched on the
rafter and stared down at her. Nobody else noticed, but they would
soon enough.

Bouncing up the stairs, she approached the king. She
whistled to Jerald to get his attention and tossed him the
half-eaten apple. When she stood before Roland, the room fell
silent.

“What is the meaning of this?” he asked in a hushed
voice.

Kile had to hand it to him—even though he must have
been enraged by her outfit, not to mention her attitude, he was
still able to keep a stoic face.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” she casually
replied.

“You know damn well what I mean.”

“No, I don’t. Please explain.”

Roland looked over Kile’s shoulder at the spectators
who were collectively holding their breaths. They were trying to
hear what was being said.

The king stepped back, cleared his throat, and
continued with the ceremony.

“Certified Level
Three Hunter Kile Veller,” he announced, putting on his best
diplomatic smile. “For your contributions to the crown and your
selfless sacrifices for the citizens of Aru, I wish to bestow upon
you the titles of Dame Kile Veller, Defender of the Crown, Champion
of the People, and Upholder of Justice.”

There was a brief scattering of applause; it was
quite underwhelming, but Kile was sure she heard Alex in the
audience, cheering her on. She watched as Jerald reluctantly
presented a pillow to Roland. Her medal was draped over it. The
king lifted it slowly, with both hands, and held it up to for the
audience to see. It was a simple golden disk with the royal crest
etched on the face and it hung from a long silk ribbon. The sight
of the medal got more applause than Kile did, but when the king
spoke, again, the audience fell silent.

“Do you, Dame Kile Veller, swear to uphold the laws
of this land, protect the crown, defend the weak, and obey the
commands of your lord and king?” Roland asked while holding the
medal above her head. When he started to place it around her neck,
she grabbed his arm.

“No, I don’t,” she said.

The room gasped and the murmur returned. This time
it started in the front of the room and quickly made its way to the
back. It took a few moments before Roland responded to what had
happened. Clearly, nobody had ever refused a knighthood before, or
maybe nobody had ever refused him.

“I don’t understand.”

“What’s there not to understand?” Kile stepped back
from the king. “I’m answering your questions, both of them. In
other words, no to the knighthood and no to the question you have
yet to ask but have already assumed an answer to.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Why? Because you lied to me, and worst of all, you
lied to them,” she said with a sweeping gesture toward the people
behind her. The murmuring suddenly stopped, and she sensed all eyes
were upon her.

Roland looked nervous while Jerald motioned to
someone in the back of the room. It was probably the house guards.
Kile expected this. Although her eyes never left Roland’s, she
could see everything that was happening in the room.

“You truly didn’t think I’d figure it out, did you?”
she continued. “You never wanted the Heart of Nilak to end the war
or to bring back the wastelands. You wanted it to start a war. You
were going to use it against the Balaa Empire, knowing what it
could do. How many people would have died? How many did, and for
what? Greed, a lust for power, your own stupidity?”

“You don’t understand,” Roland said. “What I did, I
did for the kingdom, for my people.”

“Your people? Did you even think to ask them what
they wanted, or did you automatically assume they wanted you to
destroy the province of Shia, simply to justify your desire to
invade Balaa? Do you honestly think they want another war, a war
with the Balaa Empire?”

“They don’t know what they want. That’s why I have
to tell them.”

Kile laughed. “And
to think, I actually thought you were different. I thought you were
someone who understood, but the truth is, you’re no better than any
of them. The vir, the Alva, nobody cares. You’re all alike. War,
greed, power, lies, deceits.”

“Don’t do this, Kile. Think of what you’re throwing
away. Think of what we could do together, what we could accomplish.
You and I, we could finally bring peace to the kingdom. We can rule
it together, side by side. With the Hunters at my command and the
animals at yours, nobody would stand against us.”

“And that’s the real joke, isn’t it?” she said. “You
believed I would want that.”

Pulling his ring from her finger, she dropped it on
the stage at his feet. “I’m sorry, but that’s not who I am.” She
turned her back on him and started to walk away, but the guards
surrounded the stage. There was nowhere she could go.

“I’m sorry, Kile, but you know I can’t just let you
leave,” Roland told her.

Slowly, she grinned. “Yeah, I kind of thought you
would try something like this.” She pointed to the ceiling. “That’s
why I brought friends.”

Roland slowly looked up, only to find the rafters
filled with birds of every description. There were crows, sparrows,
woodpeckers, hawks, falcons, even an eagle or two. They had quietly
flown in through the open windows and were now watching the stage
with interest.

“Oh, and if that’s not enough…” Kile jerked her
thumb to the back of the room where, on cue, Shebara entered
through one of the open doors. The guard dog was followed by her
entire pack of fifty some odd members along with twenty or thirty
cats. They started toward the stage, stopped when they lined the
outer walls, and all sat down as one.

The guards gripped their weapons, nervously. The
dogs waited patiently. The people moved to the center of the room,
away from the animals. All the while, Kile watched Roland
carefully. He seemed unsure of what to do next. There was a time
when she admired him. She might have even loved him, but now there
was nothing. He tried to use her, and this is what it had come
to.

A crow cawed, somebody squeaked, a sword was drawn,
and something large hit the front doors of the auditorium. The
guards braced themselves as all eyes turned to the back of the
room. The doors were struck again, and this time there was enough
force to rip them from their hinges. When they fell to the floor, a
large mountain pony with a yarrow on his head, entered the room. He
paid no attention to the people staring at him but casually made
his way down the narrow aisle toward the stage. The vir tripped
over one another and the chairs, trying to get out of his way. When
Grim approached the guards, they made no attempt to stop him and
even stepped aside to let him through.

“It looks like my
ride’s here,” Kile said. She stepped to the front of the stage and
climbed onto the pony’s back. “Don’t worry, Roland. I have no
intention of trying to stop you, although I can’t speak for these
vir. For me, I’m leaving. I want nothing more to do with you or
your kind. I’m heading west, beyond the wastelands, and when I get
there, I’ll warn them about you. Every bear, wolf, and eagle, if it
walks on the ground or flies in the air, will be watching and
waiting, so, if I were you, I wouldn’t come looking for me.”

Turning Grim around, she headed back up the
aisle.

“Kile, wait,” Daniel shouted, running out in front
them.

-Should I stomp on him?- Grim asked.

“Let’s hear what he has to say first,” she said.

“Kile, you can’t do this—you can’t just leave.”

“Yes, yes I can. Do you remember what you told me
when I left the Academy? You told me not to forget which world I
came from. Well, I finally figured out which one it is, and it’s
not this one.”

“But, Kile…”

“You don’t have to worry about me, anymore. I know
who I am. Take care of yourself, Daniel. Maybe it’s you who
shouldn’t forget where you came from.”

Kile rode Grim out of the auditorium, down the front
steps, and back out onto the streets of the Yuton. She paused for a
moment to watch the birds fly out of the Manor House.

-Do you think they’ll follow us?- Grim asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Depends on how well he
spins this latest bit of information.”

-You know, you may have just started a
revolution.-

“Maybe that’s what has to happen.”

-So, where to now?-

“First stop, that street vendor over there.” She
pointed to an old man sitting on the side of the road beside a
fruit and vegetable stand. “He seems to be waiting for us.”

When they got closer, the old man got to his feet.
He was dressed in tattered rags, with an old weather-beaten hat
perched on his head. His face looked as worn as his clothes, yet
his eyes were still bright. He held up an apple for Grim, who
surprisingly took it gently.

“And where would you be heading, young mistress?” he
asked.

“I’m going west, but I have one stop to make on the
way. I made a promise that I intend to keep.”

“And what will you do out there?”

Kile shrugged. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. I
guess I won’t know until I get there.”

The old man reached under his stand and pulled out
something wrapped in a grey cloth. “You’ll be needing these.”

As soon as Kile took the bundle, she knew what it
contained. Pulling back the edge of the cloth, she revealed the
worn wooden handles of an old pair of Lann.

“Sir, I can’t possibly take these from you. They’re
yours.”

“And you will probably need them more than I.
Besides, I was thinking of taking a long sea voyage. Do you know of
any places worth visiting?”

“You’re going back there, aren’t you?” she
asked.

“It is long overdue.”

“On the south side of the island, above the cliff,
right off the beach, you’ll find an interesting rock formation. Dig
on the northern side.”

“I’ll remember.”

“What about the…
Veller… Hunters?”

“Ah, you mean the Wild Hunters, well, that’s been
taken care of. They have a new Guild Master, so to speak. She’s
already seeing to the training.”

“She? Erin Silvia is the head of the Wild
Hunters?”

“Who better? But, she could use a little help. How
about it?”

“No,” Kile said without hesitating. “Not me. I just…
I don’t fit in. I need something more. I don’t know what it is
yet.”

“I’m sure you’ll find it, someday,” he told her.

“I hope you’re right. I guess this is it then.”

“We’ll meet again. Maybe not in this world.”

“She’s waiting for you, you know. Risa. She told me
to tell you it wasn’t your fault.”

The old man smiled sadly and looked away. “Thank
you,” he whispered.

“Well, I’d better be going.”

As she rode away, Kile turned around on Grim’s back
and waved good-bye to the old man. When he finally disappeared
below the horizon, she pulled her feet up on the mountain pony’s
rump and rested her head against the back of his neck.

-So, we’re finally going.-

“Just one more stop to make.”

-And where’s that?-

“Cabargbu. We have an egg to pick up, and after
that, well, we’ll have to see.”
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